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ABSTRACT
Higher education is changing, and more community colleges find themselves helping to increase
the number of students who receive a bachelor’s credential from a 4-year post-secondary
institution. This qualitative study was designed to determine the effectiveness of the online two
plus two Agriscience Education program at a university in North Carolina. Twelve current and
former students provided feedback about their perspectives and lived experiences through semistructured interviews.
Preliminary findings suggest that both current and former students find the two plus two program
very cost-affordable, flexible, and convenient for transferring two years’ worth of credit and
courses to earn a bachelor’s degree. While participants see the two plus two programs as a great
avenue for bachelor’s degree attainment, they highlighted the following five tenets that
characterize the effectiveness of the program: 1) program format and convenience, 2)
instructional quality, 3) program engagement, 4) career and job readiness, and 5) personal
fulfillment and satisfaction. Added, five themes emerged relative to the participants’ responses
about their lived experiences throughout the program.
Due to the program’s favorability and high demand, further work should focus building a
taskforce to assess the feasibility of expanding this model to other disciplines and at other 1890
land-grant institutions. From the feedback provided, future research should look at incorporating
an assessment to see how online learners adapt to the varied online learning interfaces,
establishment of a mentoring program, and have formal reflections from faculty on the critical
factors for student success in an online program.
Keywords: agriculture education, online learning, articulation and transfer pathways,
persistence, student success
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1. INTRODUCTION
The genesis of higher education in America can be traced back to the founding of
Harvard University, an institution of classical education, in 1636. In the 20th century, aspects of
higher education shifted to focus away from classical education to industrial-related skills
training and academic programs. This refocusing and growth signaled the concept for junior
colleges now more commonly referred to as community colleges (Cohen & Brawer, 2008).
Community colleges can be characterized as an access mechanism for students looking to further
their education. Altbach et al. (2001) suggest that present-day community colleges system(s)
serve as a gateway to provide technical training and access to earning a post-secondary
education. With varied academic curriculums and program offerings, community colleges have
and continue to play a beneficial role with aiding students to achieve their educational goals by
preparing them to enter industry or transfer to earn a bachelor’s degree (Altbach et al., 2001).
While fluctuations over the last decade in higher education enrollment are the result of
numerous factors, popularity of attending community college out of high school continues to
grow. In spring 2019, the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC) published that community
college enrollment represented 5,114,013 students or 29.3 % of all students who attend either
public or private degree-granting institutions in this nation. Of this, more than 77% of these
students persist to earn an associate degree. Literature highlights two principle reasons for
community college attendance. Haveman and Smeeding (2006) found that students attend
community college to 1) further their education for entry into the job market or positioning in a
particular career path, and 2) capitalize on financing their educational journey. Tuition at twoyear schools is typically less than tuition at four-year schools (Murray, 2011).
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The link between attending a community college and earning a credential (A.A., A.A.S.,
or A.S.) has become a nexus for students who seek to earn a four-year degree. Longstanding,
students enrolled in ether an Associate of Science (A.S.) or Associate of Arts (A.A.) degree
program usually will plan to transfer to a four-year institution to further their education
(Schneider and Sigeleman, 2018). Alternatively, students who seek the Associate of Applied
Science (A.A.S) degree typically desire to enter the workforce upon completion of their
community college program. Worth and Stephens (2011) found that upticks in community
college enrollment trends correlate to changes within the nation’s economy. This notion is
further solidified in economic depressions or recessions, when community college attendance
becomes a significant cost-saver to individuals seeking a four-year degree. Further, the
Association of Community Colleges (2015) suggest that community college enrollment during
economic downturns parallels the desire of individuals looking to gain post-secondary skills in
preparation to enter the job market, but who may not have financial means to afford a
baccalaureate program. Alternatively, Mourad and Hong (2011) attest that the community
college to a four-year degree pathway represents a costs-savings, but more importantly, is the
largest transfer pipeline of students into bachelor’s program.
Movement from a two-year to a four-year degree program or major is commonly referred
to as “student transfer.” The review of an individual’s courses or credits to satisfy program or
degree requirements at a four-year institution represents an “articulation agreement.” Townsend
(2001) suggest that student transfer and articulation agreements are the foundational elements to
help improve access from two to four-year institutions. Similarly, Anderson et al. (2006)
described an articulation agreement as a systematic instrument to guide the institution’s transfer
policies and processes. Utilization of articulation agreements among institutions varies greatly.
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When policies, scope, and procedures that support the agreement are ambiguous, they provide
little to no impact to support or improve processes associated to student transfer.
While community college attendance, articulation, and student transfer in tandem serve
as three fundamental factors to support student transfer, structure of the articulation agreement
would be a fourth guiding principle. Gross and Goldhaber (2009) and Roksa and Keith (2008)
argue that statewide articulation nationwide provides in-depth details for crucial elements of
articulation. They further outlined the following elements to facilitate maximum flexibility for
student transfer: 1) course transfer and acceptance, 2) dual-enrollment programs, 3) standardized
course numbers across institutions, and 4) guaranteed acceptance of the associate degree to
satisfy the general education requirements for a bachelor’s degree.
Vertical transfers are academic articulation agreements more commonly recognized today
as a “two plus two” and encompass 60 semester credits at a community college and 60 at a
university on a traditional 120 credit academic program (Peng and Bailey, 1977). Hodara et al.,
(2017) found in their 10-state study that states without formalized transfer pathways or programs
had greater probability of transfer issues than those states that had more uniform two plus two
transfer programs. These types of agreements provide a road map and help the student navigate
the remaining courses and credits needed; thus, bridging the gap and providing access and
opportunity for four-year post-secondary degree attainment.
According to Shapiro et al. (2017), almost 15% of community college students persist to
attain a bachelor’s degree within six years. However, Monaghan and Attewell (2015) found that
community college students who can transfer all credits from their program persist towards
bachelor’s completion at higher rates than those students who only receive partial credit for their
community college work. Despite such a small percentage, there is a promising visage that
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community college students who have a solidified transfer pathway are likely to have higher
bachelor’s attainment than those who go into a four-year degree program (Mourad and Hong,
2011; & Shapiro et al., 2013).
While college transfer programs provide soft-skills development, experiential learning
opportunities, interpersonal relations, and research interest, the defining reason for earning a
four-year degree, while not the only reason, is a solidified plan for financial and career stability.
Additionally, Kuh et al. (2008) detail the benefits of earning a four-year college degree as
including cognitive and social benefits that have positive impacts on individuals, families, and
communities. Despite the criticisms echoed against higher education, cost of attendance, and the
value of a college credential, there is no price tag that equates these intangible benefits.
Context
A shift in the way people view education and the steady increase in cost to attend college
creates a paradox in students considering whether attending college is the right choice. Many
options exist for students to pursue career opportunities straight after high school thus further
dis-incentivizing college attendance. And while there are many dispositions regarding college
attendance and funding the educational journey, the investment of going to college and earning a
degree is still the pursuit of many. Research reveals that educational attainment have worthwhile
outcomes to include better socioeconomic status, higher career salaries, better career prospects,
and low risks for unemployment. A job forecast for 2020 suggested that 65% of the 165 million
job openings across the United States will demand a college degree (Carnevale et al., 2013).
Consequently, data compliments at least in-part economic prosperity and career mobility to
having a college credential. Carnevale et al. (2013) predicted that in 2028 a staggering 200
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million Americans will need to have attainment at least a bachelor’s degree to satisfy future job
market demands.
The United States Department of Agriculture and Purdue University highlighted in a joint
report that by the year 2020, an average of 57,900 jobs opening in food, agriculture, natural
resources, and the environment for students who have received at least a bachelor’s degree
(Goecker et al., 2015). Educational institutions are only producing about 37,000 graduates each
year. This leaves over 20,000 jobs unfilled annually. To fill this void, we must get more students
enrolled in food and agricultural science majors at our land-grant institutions and other
colleges/universities that offer these or relatable science-based programs. Roberts et al. (2016)
suggest that with so many advances happening in the agriculture sector, education is integral for
moving students in the direction of degree programs to address the issue the industry will face as
it moves forward.
Prior to 2002, bachelor’s degree programs in College of Agriculture and Environmental
Sciences (CAES) at North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University (NCATSU)
resembled traditional four-year degree formats. The premise of the two plus two degree program
in agriscience education was to build online courses geared toward students earning agricultural
sciences associate degrees within the NCCCS to enroll into the College’s bachelor’s degree
programs (A. Alston, personal communication, September 17, 2020). Kentnor (2015) found that
distance and online learning have become a more prevalent topic in many higher education
institutions, and has in part, changed the overall model of education in America. The online
program format and the vertical transfer pattern carved by statewide articulation agreements
were the two primary drivers for selecting NCATSU as the institution to conduct this study.
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Purpose of Study
The purpose of this qualitative study investigated the effectiveness of the two plus two
online program in Agriscience Education that takes students from the AAS to the BS degree and
the factors that influence student success in the program. Specifically, the research was designed
using a case study approach consisting of current students and former graduates of the program.
Program effectiveness was measured through factors such as program format, career and job
placement, instructional quality, instructional delivery, and convenience. The focus of the
inquiry investigated persistence of enrolled two plus two students whose program of study was
based off an articulation agreement designed to assist them with timely completion of a
bachelor’s degree in agriculture.
Most recently, K-12 school systems, public and private colleges and institutions, and
trade/vocational schools have responded to life-changing dynamics of the COVID-19 pandemic.
This study provided insight to how students embrace distance education in a fully online/virtual
degree program. This mode of instructional delivery affords the convenience and safety of
students being able to learn as a replacement to traditional in-class formats of instruction. While
this transition is still a novelty to many educators and students and compounded by aggravation
and convenience, this mode of learning was worthy of study because of the mixed reviews
concerning effectiveness and the present issues with technology/digital inequities.
Theoretical and Conceptual Framework
The theoretical framework was grounded in the highlighted studies addressing similar,
but different issues associated to community college degree attainment and student persistence to
earn a four-year degree. The basic assumption of the vertical transfer model is the parallel
relationship in completing an associate degree to satisfy the general education requirements
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needed to earn a bachelor’s degree (Schneider and Sigelman, 2018; Ehrenberg and Smith, 2004;
Crook et al., 2012; Kopko and Crosta, 2016; Turk, 2018). A plethora of studies highlighted
persistence indicators of students in post-secondary educational experiences. These researchers
identified factors pertaining to student transfer and bachelor’s completion. Alternatively, because
these studies overlooked students ‘post-transfer success and persistence to bachelors’ degree,
Sharpiro et al. (2013), Sandy et al. (2006), LaSota and Zumeta (2015), and Belfield (2013) have
more direct connections to this study. While none of these studies suggested that the instructional
format in obtaining the bachelor’s degree was through an online means, they did provide
findings that brings an added perspective for framing this study.
Although student persistence to complete a four-year degree is a primary concern, no two
students’ post-transfer experience will be the same. Further, it would be difficult to arbitrarily
suggest post-transfer persistence factors in online degree programs because there are various
characteristics guiding bachelor’s degree attainment. In theory, when students satisfy the
requisites of an articulation agreement this may seemingly qualify as a persistence factor that
validates his or her persistence in attaining a baccalaureate degree. If articulation agreements
work as designed and intended, it is a proven assurance that community college graduates have a
pipeline for continuing their educational goals to complete their bachelor’s degree.
Research Questions
From the review of literature and gaps associated to persistence factors in online degree
programs, this study was guided by questions focused on enrolling in online degree programs,
factors that hinder persistence, student interactions with instructors, and student interactions with
classmates and are as follows:
1. What contributing factors lead students to select the online degree program?
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2. What contributing factors lead to student persistence in an online degree program?
3. What contributing factors hinder student persistence in an online degree program?
4. How do students describe their interactions with instructors and other students in an
online degree program?
5. How do student interactions and with instructors and classmates hinder or contribute to
persistence in an online degree program?
Significance of the Study
The COVID-19 pandemic has required a reshaping and framing the pedagogical models
across the P-16 spectrum of education. Now K-12 systems, two and four-year colleges and
universities, business and trade schools must choose how they will fulfill their respective
educational missions to the diverse student audiences they serve. Notably, there are pros and
cons to both online and traditional learning formats. However, each has value, purpose, and a
rightful place within the hierarchy of education. Nevertheless, if we perfect a blended or hybrid
approach in K-12 settings, it lends the ability to engage students in multi-learning platforms at
earlier ages. Such introduction has the propensity to better equip and prepare students pursuing
post-secondary opportunities in an online or distance education format.
In a study of the North Carolina Community College System (NCCCS), Belfield (2013)
provided a detailed model for the development of transfer pathways and articulations among
community colleges and partner four-year institutions in the state. Belfield’s findings provide a
construct that is the guiding framework for this study. Specifically, the results suggest that
students in the NCCCS should attain a community college credential before transferring to a
four-year degree program. Principally, tracking data on associate degree attainment regardless of
major imparts greater probability for these students to earn a bachelor’s degree, better benefits in
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the labor market, and overall reduction in post-secondary education cost by nearly 3% (Belfield,
2013). While the Belfield study provides significant context about the community college
credential importance to vertical transfer within North Carolina, Munkittrick (2009) investigated
factors that make vertical transfer articulations between Pennsylvania community colleges and
Temple University successful to the extent which they help improve bachelor’s degree
attainment.
Definitions
This section highlights the terms commonly used in an educational setting. Beside the
terms transfer and articulation found in the introduction, the following definitions apply to this
study:
Articulation Agreement- An agreement of courses and/or requisites completed in an associate
degree that apply toward a four-year degree program.
Associate of Science/Arts/Applied Science Degree (A.S./A.A./A.A.S.)- An academic degree
conferred by a two-year institution (community college) upon completion of a program of study
that meets requirements for specific skill sets in the workplace.
Asynchronous learning-An independent student-led online learning environment in which
teachers serve as facilitators of the course. Students access material and learn at their own pace
and in their own time from anywhere
Bachelors or Baccalaureate Degree- An undergraduate academic degree that is awarded at the
completion of undergraduate degree program of study at a four-year institution.
Community College- A two-year academic institution that awards certificates of studies and/or
associate degrees in arts or science.
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Distance education- Any continuum learning platform which may range from mixed face-toface to distance teaching.
Four-Year Institution- An academic institution (university of college) that offers programs and
majors that leads to a baccalaureate/bachelor’s degree.
Graduate- An individual (student) that has completed a course of study and awarded a degree.
Online Learning- A form of distance education in which a course or program is intentionally
designed in advance to be delivered fully online and is commonly called virtual learning.
Transfer- The process by which a student moves from one institution to another.
Transfer pathway- A curriculum or plan of study for an individual who plans to pursue a
bachelor's degree after completing an associate degree.
Receiving institution- The institution that the transfer student moved to and is used
interchangeably with senior or four-year institutions.
Sending institution- The institution that the transfer students come from and is used
interchangeably as a community college or two-year institution.
Vertical transfer- The process for an individual to transfer from a two-year institution to a fouryear institution.
Virtual learning- An instructional format that offers educators digitally based solutions aimed at
creating interactive, active learning environments.
Summary
This chapter provided an overview of the research study and how transfer pathways
created through articulation agreements help students seamlessly move from sending institution
to receiving institution for degree attainment. Students using community colleges as a pipeline to
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transfer to a four-year institution in pursuit of a bachelor’s degree are growing. However, a
paucity of information exists regarding persistence to degree completion.
Further, this chapter provided a perspective as to the need to better understand the
experiences, academic goals, and career aspirations of students enrolled in an online degree
program in agriculture. Consequently, examining the effectiveness of the NCATSU’s online
program format, helped inform the dimension of the students’ experiences and provided a
construct for like-type institutions to develop similar programs based on this model. Chapter
Two detailed scholarly research, articles, reports, and data that guided the study and to determine
the appropriate research methodology in Chapter Three.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW
A student’s completion of high school oftentimes brings excitement, but can leave a
sense of anxiety, overwhelm, or other difficulties. Yet with excitement and anxiousness, many
students come to the crossroad of “what’s next?” Next steps could include postsecondary
learning, workforce training, or moving straight into job employment. Choice plays a major
factor in the decision a student make. However, this this can be influenced by a school leader,
family, friends, or other source. Students choosing to pursue postsecondary education will differ
based on several factors. Nevertheless, postsecondary options vary from public or private
universities/colleges, community colleges, and trade or technical schools. No matter which
option is pursued, a commonality among all students is post-secondary experiences will advance
individual skills and training in a field of interest and lead to greater employment opportunities.
Scholarly works and literature on higher education have emphasized studies about
students who go to community colleges, their experiences, and the transfer process to bachelor’s
program at four-year institutions. History chronicles how community colleges have grown over
the years, and like-type institutions in several states have formed community college system
structures. Community colleges have become a popular avenue for students seeking access and
opportunity as well as their first stop on their post-secondary journey. Their programs and course
offerings are diverse and appeal to populations of minorities, adult learners, commuter students,
and high school students who graduate and are turned away at tradition four-year institutions.
Though the purpose community colleges serve has evolved over time, their mission and
role has changed in the context of secondary education. Yet, their significance in today’s time to
student transition from secondary to post-secondary learning is extremely important. Educational
data validates the argument that secondary school systems across the nation have increasingly
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incorporated more strategies to expose high school students to college or career opportunities.
Through implementing dual-enrollment, advance placement, and early-college opportunities in
high school curriculums and instruction, students leave high school more academically astute
(Fowler and Luna, 2011). Karp (2013) further recognizes that the “jump start” strategy in precollege experiences in high schools helps increase community college enrollment but is only part
of the solution. This strategy also allows community colleges to better understand students’
interests and direct them accordingly to advance learning, career options, or gainful employment.
The examination of literature in this chapter related to students who enrolled in
community colleges, the transition from a two-year to four-year institution, and their persistence
and success in achieving a bachelor’s degree. Specifically, this chapter will present literature
relating to the use of transfer function by way of partnerships and articulation agreements for
students who earned an associate degree in an agricultural field to persist through North Carolina
Agricultural and Technical State University’s two plus two online bachelor’s program in
Agriscience Education. More importantly, the literature identified transfer success and
persistence factors of current and former students in this program
The chapter exclusively looked at the nuances of using articulation agreements and
supporting state policy to create transition pathways, online instructional delivery methods, and
determine the effectiveness of the two plus two model relative to student success and
achievement. To provide sufficient background on the topic, the review of literature is divided
into historical background of higher education in North Carolina, the American community
college, transfer pathway and the role of sending/receiving institutions, online education, and
students’ post transfer success and persistence.
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Historical Foundation of Higher Education in North Carolina
North Carolina has a rich history for higher education dating back to the founding of the
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in 1789. The University of North Carolina System
(UNC System) is comprised of 17 public university campuses; educating an estimated 250,000
students across the state (University of North Carolina System. (n.d.). The University of North
Carolina System is led by a system president who is governed by the Board of Governors.
Through chapter 116 of North Carolina Law, the Board has responsibility for the planning,
development, and overall governance of the UNC System.
Community colleges in North Carolina were not formed until the late 1950’s. In 1957, the
North Carolina General Assembly provided funding to support community college development.
By 1961, the state had five public junior colleges that focused on industrial education, arts and
sciences, and technical and vocational education. Between 1961 and 1963, the North Carolina
General Assembly played a pivotal role in amassing resources, developing a governance
structure, and proposing legislation toward creating a statewide community college system.
These efforts, actualized in 1963, created the North Carolina Community College (NCCC)
System. Today, this system comprises 58 public institutions and enrolls more than 700,000
students annually. Similarly, to the UNC System, North Carolina’s community college is led by
a system president and is governed by the State Board of Community Colleges which assumed
responsibility of the statewide system in 1981.
Historical Context of American Community Colleges
Joliet Junior College holds the recognition as the first community college in the United
States, founded in 1901 in Joliet, Illinois. Although the passage of the Morrill Act of 1862
enacted the first land-grant colleges and universities across the United States this is the first act
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that provided access to students to receive vocational education in the United States. Cohen et al.
(2014) suggests that prior to the major movement of community colleges in the mid 1960’s
students did not enroll to receive vocational training; rather they attended “junior colleges’ as an
extension of high school to further their education before transferring to four-year institutions.
With the passage of the Vocational Educational Act of 1963, Dassance (2011) explained
how community colleges have played active roles in higher education since the early 1900’s and
emphasizes that federal legislation passed from a 1970’s movement by community colleges
nationwide provided more vocational programs, workforce development, and skills training.
During this era, public community colleges were looked to by higher education as the principle
service provider for students who wanted to seek post-secondary education to attain an associate
degree in a vocational area or transfer a university. Today, community colleges across the United
States serve as the threshold for students as they begin their post-secondary educational
experience.
Today’s Community College
In the book, The American Community College, it is suggested that no other facet of postsecondary education has responded to both academic and vocational needs of today’s learners as
community colleges have demonstrated (Cohen et al., 2014). The authors further suggest that the
principle role for community colleges is to provide two years of preparatory training such that
students could transfer to a four-year degree program or go into the workforce. It is widely
accepted across higher education that the mission of community colleges includes providing the
first step in education and training for those seeking associates and bachelor’s degrees. In the
context of secondary education, the role of the community college has expanded to meet the
needs of certifications and credentialing, developmental education, vocational training, civic
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service, personal enrichment, and educational transfer (Cohen et al., 2014, p. 39). These
arguments suggest that our nation’s community college systems provide gateways for many
students who otherwise would be denied entry into higher education.
The American Association of Community Colleges (AACC), in celebration of 100 years
of service of the community college systems nationwide, highlighted through historical events
that community colleges have completed the following aims: 1)shift from being extensions of
high schools, 2) becoming centers of excellence in vocational education, 3) building workforce
development and job training skill, 4) developing innovative certificate and two-year degree
programs, and 5) create pathways for students to continue their education or gain access to
jobs/careers. The United States Department of Education (DOE) released data from a multi-year
study that determined more than 80% of high school graduates aspire to obtain a post-secondary
degree (Horn & Skomsvold, 2011). However, the study conducted by Sharpiro et al. (2013)
suggest that the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC) only expects a little more than 15% of
high school students who go to community college will go on to earn a baccalaureate degree.
Pathways, degree options, credentials, and the diverse student population that access
post-secondary education, can be attributed to the contributions made by community colleges
(Cohen et al. 2014 and Van Noy et al. 2016). While there is a myriad of factors that suggest why
the community college has gained importance across higher education, most students who cross
the community college threshold have no established major or goal about their career aspirations
nor do they conceptualize the idea of transitioning to a four-year university or college (Messina,
2017). Messina further suggests that while most students find themselves moving towards
community college rather than some other post-secondary choice, these institutions have come
under fire regarding students’ transfer and success in completing their bachelor’s degree.
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Accordingly, the American Association of Community Colleges (2011) and Cohen et al. (2013),
supports that public, two-year community colleges have bolstered the upward trends in four-year
post-secondary enrollment over the last decade.
As of 2018, 41% of all students enrolled in a post-secondary institution in the United
States attend a public community college (American Association of Community Colleges, 2018).
However, the American Association of Community Colleges published a report in 2019 that
suggests that community colleges enrollment nationwide peaked in 2010 and has since seen
declines. Yet with decreases in student population, there have been increases in overall student
dual/concurrent enrollment trends since 2007 (AACC, 2019). Further indications, signal to the
uptick and declines in enrollment at four-year institutions as well. Interestingly, Karp (2013)
suggest that students once enrolled in community colleges identify career goals and majors via
guidance and counseling. Though this is common for students who attend four-year institutions,
the traditional pathway for community college students includes earning an associate degree in a
specific area and then seeking input for next steps or career options. Karp and Hughes (2008)
suggest that students enrolling in community college program go on to seek a bachelor’s degree
at a four-year institution regardless of if their educational interest(s) were known at the start of
their community college experience.
Reason for Attendance. Numerous studies reveal that students are looking for varied
post-secondary experiences and choose the community college option to save money, cut
expenses, to work and go to school, or to remain local (Belfield and Bailey, 2011; Somers et al.,
2006; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Grimes and David, 1999; Pope, 2002; and Santos, 2004). Townsend
(2007) identified that low tuition/cost, convenience, and comfort were among top reasons
students attend community college. Moreover, community college has been some students only
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route to gain access to a post-secondary education or to achieve their educational goals
(Goldrick-Rab, 2010). Messina (2017) identified access and opportunity as a leading factor for
community college enrollment. Because community college serves as a door opener to postsecondary learning, gaining access leads to decreasing socio-economic disparities and gaps in
academic skills attainment for those students who seek advance learning at a senior-level (fouryear) schools. Grimes and David (1999), Pope (2002), and Santos (2004) completed studies that
suggest students consider their individual academic and scholastic abilities, socio-economic
factors, and varied program offerings as reasons to attend a community college versus a fouryear institution upon graduating high school. Among other reasons, vocational course offerings,
technical training, and special services were identified as reasons to go the community college
route (Townsend, 2007).
Using a meta-analysis of studies comprised of more than 200 students enrolled in
community college, Somers et al. (2006) developed a model that highlighted the factors these
students identified as reasons for attendance. These factors were social atmosphere and climate,
financial feasibleness, socio-background, personal aspirations, institutional comfort, and
alignment to educational goals and objectives. Identifying such factors does support other studies
relating to students’ motivations and reasons for attending community colleges. Reflecting on the
studies conducted by Grimes and David, 1999; Pope, 2002; and Santos, 2004, the precursor of
minority student attendance was classified in terms of academic, institutional, and personal
considerations. From these and the study completed by Somers et al. (2006), students look at
their academic skills and career aspirations as a part of choosing the right community college.
Location and size were among the qualifiers for selecting an institution as well as students
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having parental involvement, school counselor support, or family educational levels as factors to
influence choice (Somers et al., 2006).
From an economic perspective, Belfield and Bailey (2011) described student choice for
attending community college as largely due to comparative earnings received at the completion
of the associate’s level to bachelor’s degree attainment. This study revealed that community
college attendees gain about 19% more annual earnings than those who just graduate from high
school. The compelling argument made by Belfield and Bailey, is that bachelor’s attainment
accounts for slightly less than 10% in higher earnings over a person with an associate degree.
Given the factors as indicated by Townsend (2007) and Messina (2017), Belfield and Bailey
(2011) purport that there is a direct benefit for students to get a credential at the community
college even if they aspire to go on to a four-year institution. Besides earnings, the study
conducted by Belfield and Bailey indicated that choosing community college as a post-secondary
route offered other economic benefits such as health and wellness, less likelihood to be involved
in the criminal justice system, and overall higher quality of well-being.
Degree Choice. Traditionally, community colleges only allowed students to matriculate
towards an associate of arts degree (AA) based on liberal studies fields (Doyle, 2009).
Consequently, Roksa and Calcagno (2008) suggest that more than two-thirds of Florida’s
community college students earn an associate of science over the associate of art before transfer
to a four-year institution. As indicated in Ruska and Calcagno’s work, earning the associate of
science degree allows students to transfer their credits and satisfy all general education
requirements of a bachelor degree in a specific field of study. This assumption is reaffirmed in
Schneider and Sigelman (2018) report where comparison figures were provided that showed that
the associate of arts was losing ground as the premier path to obtain a baccalaureate degree.
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While still a strong degree, revamps to curricula nationwide, changes in overall program
structure, and course offerings were identified in the study as to the shift from the associate of
arts to the associate of science or applied science (A.S or A.A.S). Even though the authors
suggest that the associate of applied science degree was originally designed as a terminal degree
leading to immediate employment upon completion, the new direction and mission of
community college has transformed this assumption. The associate of applied science degree
curriculum is now aligned to specific fields of study at four-year institutions through transfer and
articulation policies (Schneider and Sigelman, 2018).
Schneider and Sigeleman (2018) provided relevance to this research as it offers a
construct of how students with either associate degree (AA/AS) enter the job market after two
years or persists to complete the bachelors’ degree. While most studies and literature found did
not suggest which associate degree students earned before transferring to complete a bachelor’s
degree, the studies with the University of New York (both City and State) added perspective to
this research area. In the Ehrenberg and Smith (2004) study, students who enrolled with either
AA/AAS degree to the State University of New York (SUNY) through a transfer or articulation
agreement had close to a 20% greater chance to earn a bachelor’s degree in three years or less
than students enrolled at the institution without the community college credential.
The City University of New York (CUNY) study completed by Crook et al. (2012)
suggest that students with like credentials prior to enrollment aligned overall with a one-to-one
credit acceptance and seamless transfer at a four-year college or university. Crook et al.’s study
also highlighted that students with an associate in applied science had about a 7% greater chance
in completing a four-year degree and suggested that these students were counting on expanding
their career opportunity. Specifically, none of these studies indicated how students choose the
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AAS degree over the AA degree. However, the findings of the City University of New York
suggested that state articulation agreements incentivize transfer opportunities for students who
have received an associate degree.
Relative to students’ attainment of an associate degree prior to getting a bachelor’s, Turk
(2018) contended that students who do not complete the associate degree before leaving a twoyear college have greater probability to not finish a four-year institution’s baccalaureate
program. Looking at credits earned by students prior to transfer, Kopko and Crosta (2016)
compared students within a community college system that meet the required credits (60) to earn
an associate degree versus students who received the credits but did not earn a degree. Kopko
and Crosta subdivided their study population and compared them by earned community college
degrees: 1) associates of art (AA), 2) associates of science (A.S.), and 3) associates of applied
science (A.A.S.). There seemed to be a positive impact for students with an AA or the AS
degree. Yet, the AAS degree holders did not reveal any positive or negative impacts post
transfer. Regardless of degree or credits, transfer pathways give students greater options to enroll
into a baccalaureate program.
Convincingly, Turk (2018) study confirmed the previous studies relative to students
seeking the AAS degree. Findings from this study purport the AAS degree better aligns to the
parameters of statewide articulation and are an incentive for students who transfer because of
guarantees embedded in the articulation agreement. Turk further emphasized that state-based
articulation supports taking community college courses towards the AAS degree attainment but
inspires students to seek bachelor’s programs because of guaranteed transfer assurances that
allows students to be classified as juniors if they earned a minimum of 60 credit hours. Students
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enrolled in a state community college that does not have such articulation guarantees may be
least enticed to obtain the degree prior to transfer.
Community College Transition
Transfer pathways epitomize the foundational purpose of today’s community colleges
(Jenkins and Fink, 2015). The American Association of Community Colleges suggests that
student transfer rates from community colleges is right around 22% across the nation. Jenkins
and Fink (2015) indicated that while 8% of all students who go to community colleges want to
transition to a four-year degree program, the reality is that only 17% move on to earn a
bachelor’s degree through a transfer pathway. Educational research suggests that students who
attend a two-year institution are likely to attend a four-year institution in the same state or near
the community college (Shapiro et al., 2018).
Two decades ago, Banks (1990) and Bender (1990) both recognized that issues exist with
having a common perception of what student transfer represented and the process used by
community colleges to achieve it. Kintzer (1996) recounted the formation of a national
committee in 1957 to look at the transfer process by which students transitioned from two-year
and four-year institutions. The work of this committee brought heightened attention to the
transition process and the positive impacts and problems experienced by students. Knoell and
Medsker (1965) elevate the historical context of the community college transfer by implying that
during the 1960’s two-year institutions gained broader popular appeal recognized by increased
enrollments, course offering expansion, and the need to conduct research and gather data to
document overall institutional performance during this period. At that time, studies were
conducted relative to the process and practice of completing student transfers from a community
college to four-year degree programs as well as looking at local and state policy development to
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address transfer issues, build articulation agreements, and achieve overall better coordination
(Knoell and Medsker, 1965).
Scholars have published a great deal about transfer options in community colleges and
how transfer is imperative to the institution’s mission. Kisker et al. (2012) offer that community
colleges have gained greater credibility for students being academically prepared to handle the
rigor of post-secondary experiences at four-year institutions. Even though data suggests that
there is a higher percentage of students enrolled in community colleges than the percentage who
transfers to another institution, attainment of a bachelor’s degree is essentially a goal of all of
students (Roksa, 2007). Therefore, community college transfer is connected to a student’s access
to varied post-secondary learning experiences. With such a charge, this allows community
colleges to open doors for so many students who traditionally would be turned away (GoldrickRab, 2010) thereby allowing the community college experience to be cost-effective, accessible,
and overall gratifying experience before moving on to a bachelor’s program.
While these studies provide the benefits and/or factors that influence community college
attendance, very few of these studies reference the impact of attendance and attainment of the
associate degree prior to transfer to a four-year institution. However, Sharpiro et al. (2013);
Sandy et al. (2006); and LaSota and Zumeta (2015) looked at the transfer success relative to the
completion of the associate degree prior to enrolling into the bachelor’s program. While each of
the studies articulates the relevance of the community college and the associate degree, none of
these studies address the mechanism students used to enroll and successfully complete a
bachelor’s degree.
Shapiro et al. (2018) conducted a study through The National Clearinghouse and found
that in a cohort of 1.5 million students across a six-year period that many students who get dual
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enrollment credits through high school are now transferring these credits straight into four-year
institutions. However, the findings also suggested that of these students, 5.6% have some sort of
credential (i.e., certification, associate degree, or earned credits) before they transfer, yet the
primary transfer destination for two-year starters was a four-year institution—50.5% of all
transfers (Shapiro et al., 2018). Arguably, as community colleges are being tasked to help ensure
baccalaureate attainment across higher education, it is important to recognize that transfer
function to four-year degree programs occurs by three interdependent avenues: 1) transfer
pathways/programs, 2) articulation agreements, and 3) state policies (Cohen et al., 2014; Taylor
and Jain, 2017). These functions have grown in importance over the last decade, changed the
educational offerings at two-year degree programs, and improved overall perception of the
community college (Cohen et al., 2014).
Transfer Pathways/Programs
Taylor and Jain (2017) suggest that use of transfer pathways have become widespread
practice for students across the nation and is equally imperative to both two and four-year
institutions. Kintzer and Wattenbarger (1985) defined transfer as the mechanics of credit, course,
and curriculum exchange. From another perspective, transfer is seen as the mechanism,
processes, and programs used by one institution to facilitate admission and credit recognition of
students at another institution (Bender, 1990). For this research, emphasis was placed on transfer
pathway associated to vertical transfer pattern which represents a student with an earned degree
or credits transitioning from a community college to a four-year institution to complete a
bachelor’s degree (Taylor and Jain, 2017).
With the mounting cost of higher education, more students are looking at alternative
routes to satisfy bachelor’s attainment (Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Townsend, 2007, and Somers et al.,
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2006). So, it is not surprising why transfer pathways are at the core mission of our nation’s
community colleges. However, Shapiro et al. (2018) suggest that community colleges are not
alone in creating strong and viable student transition pathways with other institutions of higher
learning. These scholars suggest that the burden is shared and managed through effective
institutional partnerships or cooperative relationships—described as articulation agreements. To
this point, Tafel (2010) explained how institutional partnerships are important but recognizes that
states must coordinate policies that encourages formation of bilateral partnerships, credit transfer
programs, and student mobility among institutions.
Le et al. (2019) emphasized that transfer pathways while like articulation agreements, are
detailed sequences of courses that students at community college take to satisfy specific course
requirements of a bachelor’s degree program. The distinction made in this report outlines that
articulations among institutions only mandates that community college course credits earned by
the student will be accepted at a four-year institution. Conceivably, articulations agreements can
create obstacles and delay student success if credits are not accepted, remedial courses are
required, or if bachelor programs change at the four-year institution (Le et al., 2019). More work
should go into transfer pathways to ensure that student transfer is beneficial for involved
institutions and geared to facilitate/promote student success.
Articulation Agreements. Articulation that supports student transfer success certainly
has implications on the national, state, and local stage. Cohen et al. (2014) stated that articulation
is a coordinated process and partnership between institutions to align curricula, courses content,
and program requirements to facilitate student and credit transfer. The literature supported that
articulation—agreements between community colleges and four-year institutions have grown in
recent years and is imperative for students’ success in a bachelor’s degree program (Roksa and
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Keith, 2008; Gross and Goldhaber, 2009; Anderson, Alfonso, and Sun, 2006). However, these
studies highlight the importance of the articulation agreement more so than the relationship of
having the associate degree and completing the bachelor’s degree. Fundamentally, this means
that the goal of articulation agreements is not solely to create an alignment from the two-year to
a four-year institution. Articulation agreements should also identify specific transfer pathways at
the start of students’ post-secondary journey to ensure that credits or credentials will transfer as
well as prepare the student for course work at the baccalaureate level (LaSota and Zumeta,
2015). Consequently, a student’s post-transfer success via articulation hinges on their able to
complete those specific pathways at community colleges.
Statewide Articulation and Policy. Historically, state governing bodies encouraged the
development and implementation of bilateral articulation agreements. While basic articulation is
voluntary and a coordinated effort between two institutions, state legislatures have introduced
statewide articulation to standardize post-secondary transfer function (Anderson et al., 2006;
Kintzer and Wattenbarger, 1985; Roska and Keith, 2008; and Smith, 2010). Statewide
articulation are more comprehensive agreements derived from policies that mandates student
transfer and transition from two-year to four-year public and/or private institutions throughout a
state (Cohen et al., 2014; Roksa and Calcagno, 2009). Francis and Anderson, (2020) completed a
50-state comparison that indicated that 36 of 50 states in the United States have some form of
statewide transfer pathway that articulates that students who have earned credits or an associate’s
level degree can transfer all credits to the four-year institution.
Kisker et al. (2012), referred to the associate degree as the universal pathway to satisfy
statewide articulation agreements. Being that most associate degrees require the minimum of 60
credit hours for completion, Francis and Anderson (2020) indicated that 29 of the 50 states
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guaranteed an earned associate degree will satisfy general education and elective requirements
for bachelor’s degree program and allow students to be classified as juniors. Roksa & Keith
(2008) identified that statewide articulations help alleviate credit lost and improve bachelor’s
degree attainment through comprehensive policies and consensual agreement of credit
acceptance at colleges and universities. Alike, (Gross and Goldhaber, 2009; Fincher et al., 2014;
Roksa and Keith, 2008), suggest that state governments (educational agencies/bodies) have
noticed how statewide articulations with community colleges can improve access, create greater
flexibility, preserve credits, and increase post-secondary success. Although the outcomes of
statewide articulation are encouraging, it has not been determined if statewide articulations alone
improve students’ access to baccalaureate programs.
While statewide articulation policies are imperative to and have demonstrated success
with student transferability, Cohen et al. (2014) and Shapiro et al. (2018) purport that constant
changes to academic and degree requirement at four-year colleges and universities makes
statewide articulation policy hard to implement. As general education requirements and
bachelor’s programs change, community colleges are pushed to respond by changing their course
offering and requirements to ensure transfer alignment. Cohen et al. (2014) suggests that the
community college’s actions are geared towards not penalizing the student for courses taken that
get shifted in the academic requirement shuffle (Anderson et al., 2006). Advocates indicate this
is a failsafe approach to maintaining course equivalencies for students as they move from one
institution to the next.
Two Plus Two Programs. Most students enrolled in community college classes have
higher aspirations to transfer these courses, credits, and academic skills to a four-year institution.
Banks (1990) suggest that the “transfer student” was a common term given to a person who
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attended a community college for cost reasons or convenience and then transferred to a seniorlevel institution to earn a bachelor’s degree. At one time, Bank’s assertion would stand as the
norm; however, today there are many routes to achieve this. As higher education leaders tackled
issues with access, post-secondary degree attainment, and affordability, many states have
championed statewide articulations and developed policy that allow four-year institutions to
collaborate with community colleges to fill voids through development of “2+2” or “two plus
two” undergraduate degree programs. In today’s time, a two plus two program can be associated
to a transfer pathway model mirrored to the classic transfer (or vertical) pattern—students start at
two-year school (sending) institution and transfer to a four-year (receiving) institution with
credits or an earned degree (Taylor and Jain, 2017; Townsend, 2001).
There is a deficiency in the availability of state data regarding student transfer models
like two plus two programs. Roska and Keith (2008) suggest that data ascertained only correlates
to when a state implemented transfer and articulation agreements thereby creating the transfer
model. Kisker (2007) contended that the partnership development embedded within transfer
articulation and agreements is imperative in determining if the transfer model works. Further,
Roska and Keith (2008) indicated that the effectiveness of transfer and articulation is predicated
on longitudinal student data pre and post model implementation. Despite this dearth of data,
general information suggests that there are many benefits for state systems or individual higher
education institutions who have implemented two plus two program models.
Sending Institutions. As a part of bi-lateral agreements in a two plus two transfer model,
the community college serves as the sending institution and provides the first two years of
academic study leading to the completion of a sequence of course credits or an earned associate
degree. Townsend, (2007) suggest that students either take a liberal course of study that leads to
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an AA degree or specific course subjects in science, mathematics, technology to obtain an AAS
degree. While transfer varies from one community college to the next; holistically, sending
institutions help prepare students to go two distinct routes: 1) job employment or 2) transfer to a
bachelor’s program (Dougherty and Kienzl, 2006). However, Dougherty and Keinzl recognized
that developmental education or synthesis learning should prepare the student to enter a fouryear institution at junior-level and handle the rigors of a degree program. Gross and Goldhaber,
(2009) contend that student transfer through community colleges offers the ability for students
entering bachelor’s programs with an advantage over other students who do not have such
degrees. Gross and Goldhaber characterized this advantage through the context of the mission of
the community college to provide access and suggested that students’ post-transfer is more
adaptable, have better practical/real-world applications, and exhibit a greater appreciation for
cross-cultural understanding at their transfer institution.
Receiving Institutions. Accordingly, the last two years of the student’s post-secondary
experience is spent at the receiving institution—a four-year college or university. Utilizing
critical race theory, Herrera and Jain (2013) insist that four-year institutions owe a level of
responsibility to ensure the success of the student post-transfer. Through a “transfer receptive
culture” the receiving institution’s commitment to transfer students represents helping them
navigate the institution, acclimating to the new academic environment, engage in research,
proper advisement, and ensuring students take the remaining coursework necessary to earn their
bachelor’s degree in a timely manner (Herrera & Jain, 2013; Nuñez and Yoshimi, 2017).
Because four-year institutions primary focuses on students moving from first-year students to
graduating seniors, these institutions must remain cognizant that transfer students might include
traditional students, but could very well be non-traditional students, working parents, military
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veterans, commuter, or part-time students (Townsend, 2008). As agreements and institutional
partnerships continue to expand in support of student transfer, four-year institutions functioning
with a “receptive or transfer-friendly” culture could benefit from immense enroll growth
opportunities from both traditional and non-traditional students (Herrera and Jain, 2013).
Institutional Partnerships. Using the logic models identified in Herrera and Jain (2013)
and Gross and Goldhaber (2009), educational scholars suggest that articulation agreements
expand student mobility and transferability between institutions and recognize that the success of
the student in transition is contingent upon collaboration between the two institutions.
Particularly, there should be joint efforts between the sending institution (the community
college) and the receiving institution (the four-year institution) to ensure the shared student’s
success (Gross and Goldhaber, 2009). Shapiro et al. (2018) referenced relations between the
institutions and institutional outcomes must marry together with student success for articulations
to function properly. Seemingly, Le et al. (2019) highlights that when articulation agreements do
not account for student success, students are negatively impacted and leads to failures in the
post-transfer process.
Jenkins and Fink (2015) supported that through the establishment of bilateral transfer
agreements, both institutions must find commonality in their varying curricula, rigor, and
academic expectations. This is further clarified by the two institutions understanding one
another’s role and the factors that determine the success between institutions. In Brown and
Sakaue (2018), the goal of an articulation agreement between Kapiʻolani Community College
and the University of Hawaii at Manoa (UHM) is to help ensure a steady pipeline of students
from a transfer-sending culture to a transfer-receptive culture. This partnership reflects that
sending culture standardizes the student mobility and transfer at Kapiʻolani Community College,
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and the receiving culture of University of Hawaii at Manoa (UHM) is flexible enough that posttransfer is achieved, and a shared outcome expressed through articulation is success of the
students (Herrera and Jain, 2013). The unique partnership that exists supports that both
institutions play a significant role in the individual responsibilities within the articulation.
Thereby students enrolled in the community college can meet most if not all the lower (general
education) requirements to enroll in four-year degree programs at UHM. The outcomes of such
partnerships suggest that institutional culture, mutual goals for collaboration, and student success
should be packaged when creating articulation agreements to improve student transfer.
NCATSU/NCCS Articulation Agreement
The Comprehensive Articulation Agreement (CAA), established in 1997, between North
Carolina Community College System (NCCS) and the University of North Carolina (UNC
System) spells out the implementation of transfer articulation between the 17 public institutions
and the 56 community colleges in North Carolina (North Carolina Community Colleges, 2014).
Specifically, North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University (NCATSU), a
public land-grant and peer institution in the UNC system, has implemented a two plus two
program built through the CAA articulation with ten select community colleges in the state and
the Agriculture Institute of North Carolina State University. According to On the Move,
NCATSU’s College (formerly School) of Agriculture and Environmental Science’s Newsletter,
indicated that the program started in 2002 and was the brainchild of Dr. Antoine Alston, then a
faculty member in the department of Agribusiness, Applied Economics, and Agriscience
Education and now the College’s Associate Dean of Academic Studies (NCATSU, 2006). The
foundation of the program allows for community college students with an associate of science
(A.S.) or applied science degree (A.A.S.) in an agricultural related field/major to transfer into the
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program in finish the bachelor’s program completely online or through a hybrid format (College
of Agriculture and Environmental Sciences website (n.d.). Dr. Alston’s (personal
communication, July11, 2020) discussed the program’s two distinct tracks which prepare
students for careers as agricultural education teachers (Secondary Education Track) or go into
the public or private sector, engage in international agriculture, or work with the Cooperative
Extension Service (Professional Services Track). Additionally, Dr. Alston’s communication with
leaders of the UNC System regards NCATSU two plus two program as the state system’s first
undergraduate program to graduate teacher education candidates through online (distance)
education.
Overview of Online Education
Cavanaugh and Blomeyer (2007) introduced the concept of online education as
synonymous to distance learning. However, in the scope of literature, web-based education,
eLearning, virtual or distance education are similarly referenced words. Vai and Sosulski (2016)
defined distance learning as an educational process that spans from digital face-to-face
interactions or instructional formats that requires some use of electronic or technological means.
Loyen et al. (2008) highlighted to meet the demands of society, to achieve greater access to
degree attainment, and to satisfy student interests, higher education has turned to online learning
to train and develop more students seeking alternative routes to education and/or who cannot
physically come to a site/campus. Online learning in the context of education has been
tantamount to “distance” or “virtual” education (Loyen et al., 2008). In the National Center for
Education Statistics’ 2018 report, more than two-thirds of all post-secondary institutions and
three-fourths of all post-secondary enrolled students engage in some online learning course or
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degree program. Whether called online, distance or even virtual education, this mode of learning
is becoming more widely advocated by higher education institutions (Vai and Sosulski, 2016).
Vai and Sosulski (2016) suggest that distance learning is a way for post-secondary
institutions to be more competitive and attractive in the eyes of potential students. Students can
no longer be classified as those individuals who set in brick-and-mortar buildings at learning
institutions across the nation (Dobbs et al., 2017). Online education allows student learners to
take part in learning that is both in and outside the classroom and provides the student with
alternative learning environments. Cavanaugh and Blomeyer (2007) emphasized that while
teacher-focused learning environments are the common norm in education, online learning is a
learner-based approach using digital technologies and remote support. Dobbs et al. (2009)
emphasized that distance learning offers learners’ convenience and flexibility as well as affords
self-autonomy relative to workload amount and time allotted for completion (Jackson et al.,
2010).
Synchronous and asynchronous learning are the two facets of online or distance
education (Topal, 2016). Referencing both Vai and Sosulski (2016) and Cavanaugh and
Blomeyer (2007) definitions, synchronous learning is achieved when teacher and learning are
engaged in a real-time digital faced-ot-face learning format. Given the benefits as determined by
Dobbs et al. (2017) and Jackson et al. (2010), learning that takes place irrespective to the day,
location, and time is referred to as asynchronous learning. Vai and Sosulski (2016) and Topal
(2016) both suggest that online education has transformed in the last decade to include a
combination of these facets. However, asynchronous education offers students more flexibility
and is a convenient option for non-traditional students primarily because of their location, limited
time, not having to travel, and high usage of modern technologies, learning management
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software applications, and devices (Jackson et al., 2010). Loyen et al. (2008) explained that
asynchronous learning provides opportunities to give one-on-one support to students, helps to
self-regulate learning, and builds confidence within the student to ask questions and do more
self-reflections.
Students’ Performance with Online Learning. While studies exist to determine
students’ reason(s) for taking online courses and completing online degrees, these studies do not
differentiate satisfaction with student persistence among traditional and online learning
experiences. Moreover, while looking at student access, flexibility, and autonomy in the online
learning process, studies found that student performance and retention are among two challenges
faced by institutions engaged in online learning (Boston et al., 2011; Clay et al., 2009; and
Johnson and Mejia, 2014). Contrary to issues regarding student performance and retention,
Bowen (2013) purports that technology, learner-focused environments, and minimized worries of
stress, tuition debt, and time to completion are fundamental in positive successes with online
learning. Interestingly, Allen & Seaman (2015) conducted a study that emphasized institutional
leaders and academic administrators support of online education to combat declining
enrollments. The study further indicated that students engaged in online learning (taking at least
one course) fared better than those students who wanted traditional face-to-face instruction by
23%.
Online learning has been and will continue to be a critical component in degree
attainment across higher education (Jaggers and Bailey, 2010). Griffiths et al. (2014) advocate
for online learning as it affords students greater access, is better in terms of control over the
learning process and creates alternative routes for degree completion. Clay et al., (2009) suggest
that teacher interactions, advisement, and communication are the three tangible factors for
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ensuring online course or degree program completion. Griffiths et al. (2014) measured student
performance by an institution’s ability to enlist learning technologies and communicative
interactions between teacher and students. Factors indicated by these studies support the growing
trends that online education can in fact play a role in post-transfer success. Alternatively, Jaggers
and Bailey (2010) and Johnson and Mejia (2014) both argued that regardless of the great
demands for online education, under-prepared students will hoover to face-to-face instruction
over online learning formats.
Student Persistence at Receiving Institution
Shapiro et al. (2013) suggested that students going from community college to a fouryear institution have trouble graduating in four years. Several studies frame the factors that
contribute or hinder persistence at receiving institutions. Reason (2009) posited that the main
goal of persistence research should be to: 1) understand what makes students function in the
environment they inhabit, and 2) recognize that students will interact and engage differently in
these same environments. Using this assumption, receiving institutions must separately examine
persistence factors of transfer students than those of traditional students. Melguizo (2011)
explained what educational scholars categorize as student success and retention in terms of
persistence. From this vantage, student success in the context of higher education is framed as a
student’s ability to persist based upon individual characteristics and behaviors, and retention is
recognized as a continuum of efforts and actions used by institutions to ensure perseverance.
Meguizzo contended that student success is key in persistence, but retaining students alone is not
persistence. Reason suggests this context as findings indicated that institutional retention rates do
not necessarily track traditional and transfer students’ persistence separately.
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Laanan et al. (2011) postulated that institutions that support transfer have a responsibility
of not just enrolling students, but to help them with degree attainment. Laanan et al. (2011)
expands this principle suggesting Transfer Student Capital (TSC) is important to student
persistence in degree completion because it indicates how transfer students accumulate
knowledge, understand credit transfers from one institution to the other, and complete
outstanding requirements for degree completion. Laann et al. further emphasized that transfer
students are better adept to navigate the receiving the institution and overcome what is referred
to as “transfer shock” (Ishitani, 2008).
Studying persistence through the lens of “transfer shock” helps determine how best to
support students when they experience difficulties acclimating to a receiving institution noticed
primarily through grade drops, social disorientation, and transfer attrition (Ishitani, 2008; Laanan
et al., 2011). In expanding the opportunities for post-transfer students to achieve their
educational, career, or life goals, four-year institutions must closer examine its efforts that
support student success and retention. Existing research emphasizes how adding value, receiving
financial support, and feeling welcome play in the transfer-receptive culture at four-year
institutions (Herrera and Jain, 2013). Other studies highlight axillary support systems such as
family and friends that aid in the success of student transfer (Barnett, 2011; Ishitani, 2008).
Though persistence is referenced in these terms, student persistence also represents the
experiences, programs, services, and advisement received while completing degree requirements
at a four-year institution.
Educational research and scholarly works frame persistence in the context of student
enrollment and students’ goals to complete a degree. These scholars have determined varied
ways to measure persistence by students’ performance each semester, across an academic year,
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through a major, or at an institution. Whorton (2009) determined that transfer persistence can be
measure by engagement. Post transfer factors that influenced engagement included learning
opportunities, self-efficacy, academic, and social integration. Whorton’s research provided two
constructs for measuring persistence: 1) the need for transfers to integrate into the baccalaureate
institution prior to attending and 2) role that institutions played in creating student environments.
Laanan et al. (2011) suggested that success and persistence of community college
students is greater when programs are organized and structured, there are minimum deviations
from the degree pathway, and little to no institutional barriers that the student is left to navigate.
Rosenbaum et al. (2006) found that proper advisement and making connections to career
employment markets are two factors that support student persistence and success. Moreover, Van
Noy et al. (2012) study offers that increasing the number of students with bachelors’ degree
means receiving institutions must developed programs that allows transfer students to: 1) link
their educational goals to future employment, 2) provide specificity, but utilize flexibility in the
learning process, 3) have active advisement, and 4) seek information and support readily.
Chapter Summary
The review of literature and this chapter points us to the academic journey taken by many
students to pursue post-secondary education at institutions across America. While more students
are starting out at community colleges for a variety of reasons, most students have some goal to
further their education at a four-year institution. While both community colleges and four-year
institutions play pivotal roles in the context of their overall mission, both are becoming more
accountable for ascertaining ways to get more students to the degree finish line. One of the most
popular ways to achieve this is through program articulations and partnerships. Another way to
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achieve this is statewide articulations that create transfer pathways from one institution to the
next.
There is detail in understanding the transfer function of students moving from the sending
institution to receiving institution, and a plethora of literature that highlights the work and posttransfer success that happens through institutional partnerships, programs, and services at
receiving institutions. Additionally, research emphasizes why more students are engaged in
online learning and what factors contribute to the success of this engagement. Moreover, there
were many studies that examined post-transfer success and suggested factors that aided in
student persistence and retention at four-year institutions. While these factors provided insight on
institutional enrollment and were predictors or hindrances to persistence, these studies capture
information of all students. However, there is not an abundance of current literature on student
persistence of transfer students at the receiving institution.
Though many conclusions highlight students’ choice for going to the community college
route before matriculating at a four-year institution, there is still much to be learned about the
factors important for post-transfer student success. Specifically looking at the effectiveness of
the two plus two transfer model, how does characteristics such as articulation guarantees, onlinedegree format, convenience, instructional quality, student engagement, and career outlook
contributes to or hinders persistence. With no way to determine how policies, practices, and
programs are afforded to transfer students at a four-year institution, this study can help fill the
gaps in the transfer experience process.
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3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
This study, grounded in qualitative theory, sought to understand the experiences of posttransfer students who enroll in a two plus two undergraduate online degree program. Working
through this approach provided knowledge of persistence factors of students and offered a new
way to explore the characteristics of the transfer experience to highlight the qualities of
developing two plus two programs in agriculture. This chapter provided the research questions,
design, and purpose of study as well as study location, participant selection and protections,
procedures, and limitations.
Research Design
Qualitative research methods require that researchers leverage lived experiences from
study participants to understand what has been experienced from their point of view (Glesne,
2011; Maxwell, 2013). Marshall and Rossman (2016) further suggested that the fundamental
expectations of qualitative research include the following: 1) researcher’s understanding of the
events and happenings and how they come to be, 2) being able to relate meanings, 3) in-depth
engagement of research and subjects, 4) ability to interpret and explain the phenomenon, and 5)
fluidity in finding patterns or theories. Under these assumptions, a qualitative researcher can
utilize qualitative methods to establish perspectives from research subjects (participants) to
develop a holistic visual of the experience shared. Qualitative research allows the researcher to
investigate an event from the perspectives of multiple individuals and attempt to create a
comprehensive illustration that was shared by the individuals (Maxwell, 2013).
Applying constructivism theory, this research explored multiple outlooks of students who
have transferred into the two plus two online undergraduate degree program in agriscience
education. A plethora of literature exists on student transfer from community college and online
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degree programs, but there is a void when investigating the interactivity of the post-transfer
experience and completion of the online degree. These two tentacles are particularly important
aspects within the spectrum of education.
Philosophical Foundations
This research was framed in constructivism. The epistemological theory of
constructivism suggests that individuals construct different means, feelings, and attitudes
towards the same experiences or happenings (Mensah, 2015). Mensah attested that the
philosophical pioneers, Dewey, Paget, Vygotsky, and Brunner, all gave modern understanding to
constructivism theory in education. Crotty (2012) and Golding (2009) supported Mensah’s ideas
and found that constructivism in education has three basic components: 1) human subjects create
meaning by the world in which they live in, 2) engagement is based on historical and social
viewpoints, and 3) the foundation of meaning is situated in the interactions of humans and their
surroundings. Using these, the participants in this research study reflected on their experiences in
a way that provided a sense of understanding that helped the researcher interpret their
experiences.
Using constructivism helped ensure that in-depth interactions between the researcher and
the participants provided context-specific data findings. Relative to analyzing and interpreting
the data, Crotty (2012) discussed constructivism from the lens of students and teachers in a
classroom environment. This approach to ensuring the students can describe what it is they
learned from a teacher provides a strong parallel to this research study. Participants’ will
interpret (describe) their experiences in the two plus two online program and how persistence
was achieved or hindered. In exploring the participant’s perspective, particular interests on
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program perception, interactions, and the reality (ontology) of common and individual
experiences reflect the constructivism framework (Maxwell, 2013 p. 42).
Phenomenology
Neubauer et al. (2019) described the foundation and philosophical views of Edmund
Husserl regarding phenomenology as a qualitative method of research to investigate and
understand the lived experiences through the research participant’s voice and lens. Nicholls
(2019) asserted that the phenomenological nature of a qualitative research study is not just for
proving assumptions and verifying theories of a particular phenomenon but is often a
methodology in itself. Husserl’s stance on this philosophy further defined how the researcher
must examine the experience and develop meanings and appreciation that helps to understand
what has been experienced. Hurrsel’s foundational views gave light to transcendental
(descriptive) and hermeneutic (interpretive) phenomenology as the two most common
approaches used in research (Neubauer et al., 2019). By examining post-transfer students’
experiences, this study was designed so participants can describe their perception, feelings,
attitudes, remembrance, comprehension, and assessment of the two plus two online program.
Creswell (2009) suggest that phenomenology inquiry is situated in qualitative research to
describe an individual’s lived experience. In fact, this dissertation study will study perceptions
and lived experiences to encourage greater utilization of articulation agreements and programs
(such as the two plus two) to obtain a bachelor’s credential. Weinberg (2002) purported that
qualitative methods of research are useful when facts must be interpreted from data collected. In
this case, facts and data are the interpretive phenomena that validate the participant’s
experiences. Consequently, Denzine and Lincoln (2005) and Glesne (2011) outlined that
qualitative research is an activity that provides varying perspectives for exploring the construct
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of a phenomena. Creswell (2009) and Maxwell (2013) delineated that the researcher must be
able to translate such phenomena through the in-depth experiences described in the data
collected to build common connections, patterns, and themes among participants. Therefore, the
quality of qualitative research lies in the ability for the research to gather the place, context, and
the research participant’s point of view (Marshall and Rossman, 2011).
Case Study
The principle tenet of research is to discover new paths of understanding, to learn the
world in which we live, and to find the interconnectedness that forms our relations and the
exchanges surrounding us. Research built around case studies are focused on detailing these
accounts with respect to taking an in-depth look at a particular phenomenon or situation from a
practical context (Yin, 2019; Starke, 2000). The commonality among prominent case study
researchers, Yin, Merriam, and Stake, is that successful cases studies have a clear research
question(s), purpose for the study, a method of analysis, create data linkages and understand
findings (Maxwell, 2013, p.79). This dissertation explored a comprehensive overview of the two
plus two online program while investigating the post-transfer experiences of students at the
receiving institution (NCATSU).
From a constructivist/realist position, ontology is built from a social construct that the
transfer students’ experiences in the online program are lived realities. Case study methodology
offered an approach to ontologically look at factors that shaped NCATSU current and former
students’ experiences and to understand factors that either aide or hinder persistence to degree
completion. By using the case study, a research-to-practice way of thinking is employed to
understand these experiences and to use these findings to further strengthen the two plus two

53

program articulation and academic program development; a framework that could be modeled at
other 1890 land-grant institutions.
Frequent questions regarding the generalizability of data generated from qualitative
research is mentioned (Yin, 2019; Starke, 2002; and Ary et al., 2010). For this dissertation,
generalizability does not present a major factor. While case study data and findings can present
commonalities between the different students in the online program, the specific interest is to
have empathy and understanding of the effects the program had as described by the students’
experiences. Because the context is specific, this approach builds on others making comparisons
with their own perspectives and determining if the results are applicable.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to determine the effectiveness of two plus two online
degree program by focusing on student’s perception and factors that aided or hindered their
success (completion) of the program. The results from this study are extremely important in
providing access and opportunity to students seeking post-secondary four-year degrees.
Additionally, the study served to identify gaps and areas of improvement that could enhance the
program’s delivery format or spur articulation (transfer) agreements development and expansion
to other degree programs.
Research Questions
Maxwell (2013) suggest research questions are developed to identify what you want to
understand and are not to be confused with goals of the research (p.77). Patton (2002) and
Siedman (2012) identified “how” and “what” as the interrogatives of qualitative research
questions that helps a researcher to understand the information relative to the research topic. The
research questions that guided this study were developed to understand the following: 1) factors
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student’s use to enroll in the online degree program, and 2) students’ persistence in the online
degree program.
The first looks at how factors influence student enrollment and success in the program,
while the second focuses on students’ experiences in the program in terms of instructional
delivery, engagement, and program support. The following research questions were used to
guide this research:
1. What contributing factors lead students to select the online degree program?
2. What contributing factors lead to student persistence in an online degree program?
3. What contributing factors hinder student persistence in an online degree program?
4. How do students describe their interactions with instructors and other students in an
online degree program?
5. How do student interactions and with instructors and classmates hinder or contribute
to persistence in an online degree program?
Description of Population
The intended population of this study were students admitted to North Carolina
Agricultural and Technical State University (NCATSU) and enrolled in the College of
Agriculture and Environmental Sciences (CAES) two plus two online program in Agriscience
education. The targeted population was broken into two categories and included the following: 1)
NCATSU students who completed the program, 2) Current enrolled NCATSU students in the
program. Participation was voluntary. Six students from each category participated in this study.
The selection of the targeted demographic was guided by the CAES Division of Academic
Success where enrollment records about the study participants are housed. Access to the
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participants was obtained through this office as well with input from CAES leaders at the
institution.
Description of Instrument
Ary et al. (2010) assert that in qualitative researcher involving case studies, the researcher
must collect and analyze data and is the main research instrument. To provide data for this study,
semi-structured interviews and questions will be utilized to collect, review, and analyze data. The
questions developed allowed for flexibility to ask secondary(follow up) questions depending on
responses. All interview questions were asked in a conversational nature to allow research
participants to provide responses comfortably. As a part of each interview, the researcher
recorded notes about the observed behaviors and other verbal comments that could be deemed
relevant to the study.
To determine the interview questions for the study, an interview was held with Dr.
Antione Alston, Professor and Associate Dean of Academic Success in the College of
Agriculture and Environmental Sciences (CAES) at North Carolina Agricultural and Technical
State University (NCATSU). Dr. Alston served as the architect of the articulation agreements
that gave shape and form to the University’s two plus two online program format. Dr. Alston
found interest in this study to help determine the program’s impact on the field of agriculture
education as well as how students enrolled in the CAES feel about how the program prepares
them to earn their bachelor’s, go on to pursue careers in food and agricultural sciences, or enroll
in graduate school. From this interview, questions were developed to assess effectiveness of the
programs, factors of persistence, and students’ experiences. The questions were vetted to ensure
research validity and reliability by the researcher.
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Data Security
All data collected during this research study was downloaded into transcription software.
All information, consent forms, telephone numbers, and email addresses were kept in a secure
folder on the researcher’s computer and maintained for a defined set of time. To maintain
confidentially, no personal identifiable information (PII) will be disclosed, and all federal
regulations regarding the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) were adhered to.
All personal identifiable information was safeguarded, and the researcher adhered to all
applicable university policies, institutional review board regulations, and state and federal laws.
Data Procedures and Analysis
To answer the dissertation research questions, intensive in-depth semi-structured
interviews were conducted with research participants to gain understanding of their experiences
and factors that affected persistence. Due to COVID-19 pandemic, all interviews were conducted
via ZOOM, a video teleconferencing cloud-based interface to conduct meetings, interviews,
teleconferences, and video chats. Prior to the start of any interviews, all research participants
were required to complete a consent form requesting permission to record their interview.
Additionally, the consent asked if the researcher could take notes of observed behaviors of the
research participant during the interviews.
Use of semi-structured interviews allowed that a set of basic questions were answered by
all research participants. Basic background information was collected and recorded.
Additionally, targeted, and open-ended questions were asked to gain greater insight into
students’ experiences. Each interview was scheduled for sixty (60) minutes and conducted
methodically to ensure the reliability of the research data. Because there is a need to study
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current and former students, purposeful sampling was done, however, all interviews were
individually based on participants’ availability.
Maxwell (2013), Creswell (2009), and Stake (2000) agree that case study approaches
provide rich responses from human subjects and generate themes, challenges, and linkages when
data is effective analyzed. Once the interviews concluded, MAXQDA, a qualitative data analysis
transcription software was used to track and organize notes and transcribe all interviews (Glesne,
2011).
Data analysis started after the interviews were concluded and transcribed. This process
continued throughout the duration and after the study. From the analyzed data, Maxwell (2013)
suggested that linkages, patterns, themes be identified based on theoretical frameworks that
guide the study. Comparing emerging themes of the focus group helps to cross-reference and
connect statements made by participants (Maxwell, 2013; Creswell, 2009; Patton, 2002).
Limitations, Validity, and Generalizations
The physical location of the research study was at North Carolina Agricultural and
Technical State University (NCATSU), a Historically Black College and University (HBCU) and
public 1890 land-grant institution, in Greensboro, North Carolina. For purposes of this research,
this institution was selected for two reasons: 1) availability, access to human subjects, and
necessary permissions were sought, and 2) there was need to gain a deeper understanding of a
functioning formal articulation program between a sending and receiving institution. While this
factor limits the generalization of research, it afforded a holistic analysis of the program for
CAES leaders and could serve as a framework for academic program development at 18 other
similar institutions(1890 land-grants) across the United States.
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With all studies, limitations exist. While internal validity was addressed through
triangulation to collect data, findings from the study are context-specific and may not be able to
be generalized. Alike, research participants were interviewed once, and though this was the
primary source of gathering data for this study, having multiple interviews with the participants
could have allowed for greater reflection of their experiences. Another limitation of study that
could affect students’ responses about their experiences was the timing in which the interviews
took place.
Summary
Chapter Three outlined the research methodologies and procedures for this qualitative
study on transfer students’ experiences and persistence in NCATSU’s two plus two online
program. The constructivist paradigm was highlighted and use of the case study approach to
synthesize the data needed for the research study. Additional information included the study
population and selected statistics, details about the research instrument and procedures, data
collection and data analysis procedures. Chapter Four provided the actual account of the data,
and Chapter Five discussed results and implications of the research.
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4. RESEARCH FINDINGS
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to determine the effectiveness of two plus two Agriscience
Education Online degree program North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University
(NCATSU). The aim of the research was to: 1) better understand the lived experiences of current
and formers students that matriculated through the program, and 2) see how the online format
and program’s implementation is linked to factors that aid or interrupt students’ persistence
(success) in completing their bachelor’s degree in Agriscience Education.
Interview Participants
In implementing the study, six current and six former students participated in this study.
Each participant provided general demographics and information relative to community college
credit hours earned, courses taken, location, and program of study. Additionally, each provided
information about current and/or future career aspirations. To ensure confidentiality and
anonymity, participants of this study have been identified as Interviewee (I001) through
Interviewee (I012).
Current Students
Interviewee 003 (I003) is a White/Non-Hispanic female from the state of North Carolina;
receiving an AAS degree for Wayne Community College in Agribusiness Technology and
transferring 62 credits hours to the two plus two program. I003 is completing the Agriscience
Education-Teacher Licensure track and is anticipated to graduate in Spring 2022. Currently, I003
works at the local farm cooperative store and plans to become a vocational agriculture teacher in
the state after graduation.
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Interviewee 005 (I005) is a White/Non-Hispanic male resident of North Carolina and
received his AAS degree from North Carolina State University’s two-year Ag Institute program
in Turfgrass Management and Landscape Technology. After transferring 68 credits hours, I005 is
studying in the Agriscience Education-Professional Services track and is expected to graduate in
Fall 2021. I005 currently works for the division of Parks, Recreation, and Cultural Resources in
the City of Raleigh, and after graduation, wants to continue to a management position within
state government.
Interviewee 007 (I007) is a White/Non-Hispanic female from North Carolina who studied
at Wilkes Community College and received an AAS degree in Animal Science Technology. In
the transition to the two plus two program, I007 transferred 61 credits hours towards her
bachelor’s degree in Agriscience Education-Professional Service track and is expected to
graduate in Spring 2021. At present, I007 works for conservation camp rental company, but
aspires to become an extension agent and start a non-profit organization around agriculture for
underprivileged youth.
Interviewee 009 (I009) is an African American male from North Carolina who attended
Balden Community College and the Ag Institute at North Carolina State University, receiving a
Certification in Electrical and Welding Systems and an AAS degree in Poultry Science
Management, respectively. I009 transferred 12 hours from his certification and 64 credit hours
from his AAS degree and is expected to graduate from the two plus two program in Spring 2021
with his bachelor’s in Agriscience Education-Professional Services track. Currently, I009 works
on his family’s farming enterprise and business while attending school and hopes to secure
employment in the future with the United States Department of Agriculture.
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Interviewee 010 (I010) is White/Non-Hispanic female from North Carolina who received
an AS degree in Animal Science from Wayne Community College. In matriculating in the two
plus two program in Agriscience Education-Professional Service track, I010 transferred 64 credit
hours into the program and is expected to graduate in Spring 2022. While a student, I010 works
in a local restaurant and aspires to work for NC State Cooperative Extension.
Interviewee 012 (I012) is an African American male from North Carolina that attended
North Carolina State University’s two-year Ag Institute program and received an AS degree in
Agribusiness Management. I012 transferred 48 credit hours towards the bachelor’s in
Agriscience Education-Professional Services track. Expected to graduate in Spring 2023, I012 is
a small farmer, currently works for NC State Extension with the Beef Education Unit and would
like to work in the industry or conduct research after graduation.
Former Students
Interviewee 001 (I001) is a White/Non-Hispanic female from the state of North Carolina
that attending the North Carolina Ag Institute studying Livestock and Poultry Management and
receiving an AAS degree. She transferred 51 credit hours and completed her bachelors in
Agriscience Education-Professional Services track in Fall 2020. I001 is employed as a manager
at Graystone Farm and plans to work with the state department of agriculture or for the United
States Department of Agriculture.
Interviewee 002 (I002) is a White/Non-Hispanic female from the state of North Carolina
that attending South Piedmont Community College. She received her AS in Agribusiness in Fall
2020 after transferring 48 credit hours into the professional services track of the two plus two
program. Besides working for the Extension system, she desires to own her own ag-related
business in her community.
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Interviewee 004 (I004) is a is a White/Non-Hispanic female from the state of North
Carolina. She received an AAS degree from North Carolina Ag Institute; studying General
Agriculture, Livestock and Poultry Management. She transferred 81 credit hours into the online
two plus two program and graduated in Fall 2020 with her bachelor’s degree in Agriscience
Education-Professional Services track. She works for North Carolina State University (NCSU)
and plans to become an extension agent with North Carolina Cooperative Extension.
Interviewee 006 (I006) is an African American male veteran of the United State Armed
Forces and is from the state of North Carolina. He attended Fayetteville Tech Community
College and received an AS degree in Horticulture. I006 transferred 62 credit hours and
completed his bachelor’s degree in Summer 2019 in the Agriscience Education-Professional
Services track and works for North Carolina Department of Military Veterans Affairs.
Interviewee 008 (I008) is a White/Non-Hispanic female from the state of North Carolina.
She completed her two-year studies at the North Carolina Ag Institute in Ag Business
Management and Field Crop Technology and received her AAS degree. After transferring 85
credits into NCATSU’s two plus two program, she completed her bachelor’s in Agriscience
Education-Professional Services track in Spring 2020. I008 is employed with Oxford University
Press and has started the University’s graduate online program in Agriscience Education.
However, she will be working on the Teachers’ Licensure track to hopefully become a high
school agriculture teacher in North Carolina.
Interviewee 011 (I011) is an African American female from the state of North Carolina.
She received her AAS degree in Agriculture Business Management from the North Carolina Ag
Institute on the campus of North Carolina State University. She transferred to 63 credits into the
two plus two program and completed the Professional Services track and graduated in Fall 2018.
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Currently employed with AmeriCorps, I011 would like to work in the Cooperative Extension
System.
Research Questions
To measure the effectiveness of the two plus two program, the following research
questions were posited:
1. What contributing factors lead students to select the online degree program?
2. What contributing factors lead to student persistence in an online degree program?
3. What contributing factors hinder student persistence in an online degree program?
4. How do students describe their interactions with instructors and other students in an
online degree program?
5. How do student interactions and with instructors and classmates hinder or contribute to
persistence in an online degree program?
These research questions help to derive the demographics and background information
collected on the current and former students and guided the development of the interview
questions.
Interview Questions
Because of concerns regarding the global COVID-19 pandemic, IRB provisions
regarding data collection, and my cooperating research site, NCATSU, face-to-face interviews
were not permissible. Instead, the 12 participants engaged through ZOOM videoconferencing
software and participated in semi-structured interview that were recorded as a part of the
videoconferencing features. The in-depth interviews explored the participants’ lived experiences
and factors that led them to choose the online program and complete the program of study in
Agriscience Education. All participants were asked six opened-ended questions based on
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whether they were categorized as current or former students. If needed, the researcher was able
to contact participants by email or phone for follow-up questions. The data collected from the
background information and the interview questions provided insight to address the five research
questions for this study.
The twelve recorded files were uploaded in MAXQDA software for transcription. The
researcher checked each transcription during playback of the corresponding recorded file for
accuracy. To ensure confidentiality in responses provided and anonymity of current and former
students, names and identifiable information were removed. After the interviews were
transcribed, the researcher analyzed the files in MAXQDA software using open coding of
phrases and statements. Codes were clustered into various categories based on interrelation of the
current and former students’ responses. Lastly, these correlated meanings were refined into
themes that help to describe and explain the data. These themes provided context of the lived
experiences of current and former students of the two plus two program and allowed the research
to answer the specific research questions framing this study.
Current Students
Question 1: Why did you choose the Online Agricultural Education two plus two
Program at NC A&T State University? Of the current students interviewed, all six gave
indication that they possessed aspirations to complete their bachelor’s degree after receiving their
community college credential. Added, the most common factors for choosing the two plus two
program highlighted in the interviews included but were not limited to: 1) tuition cost and
affordability, 2) fitted his or her personal lifestyle, 3) the ability to work and continue education,
and 4) meet personal and professional needs/goals. Specifically, I005 indicated:
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I had the opportunity to talk to Dr. Austin, who was the advisor at the time for the
program. After talking to him and really keeping that in mind, which was probably the
biggest reason and because I kind of had an avenue to go as far as finishing my degree.
And I knew—or I was really eager, and I thought it was a wonderful opportunity to
attend a really, really great school.
Alternatively, I012 suggested:
I chose the program myself because it was going to be easily accessible, and it just
worked with my time. I think that it balances well with the things that I do on a day-today basis. I am generally on the go. It is hard to formulate a schedule that would give me
the means to sit within a classroom all the time. So being able to do my work online at
my own leisure really works best for me.
Four of the six students (66%) indicated that they were encouraged to investigate the two
plus two program by faculty members and (or) advisors at the community college or knew of
other community college students that had enrolled. During the interview, I007 responded, “A lot
of my classmates were talking about it and that sort of thing. My teachers encouraged me to look
into it. And I really wanted to get a bachelor’s degree.” 50% of the current students interviewed
mentioned that Dr. Antoine Alston visiting their community college and talking about the two
plus two program had a significant impact on them choosing to enroll in the program. I012
enthusiastically responded:
So, when I met with Dr. Austin and we sat down and talked about the possibility or the
potential for me transitioning to A&T with this two-plus-two program, he talked about
some of the others who had come before me. And maybe they had graduated from
another program and wanted to go into the workforce or go back to the family farm and
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did not have time to sit within a formally structured setting within a classroom. It just
worked out better for them and was going to work out great for me.
Along those same lines, I003 indicated that she loved agriculture and wanted to work
with students one day. Part of the inspiration to complete the program was drawn from her
former community college teacher who completed the online program at NCATSU. I003 stated:
Dr. Austin came to Wayne Community and talked to us about the programs there. And I
had always thought about being a teacher or something working with children ever since
I was really young. And then when he was opening up about agriculture education, I was
like this is pretty much the perfect job, if there is one.
I003 felt that the program met her future aspirations and was a visage of her community college
experience in a larger university setting.
Question 2: What have been the advantages/good points about the program? Most
students explained that the two greatest advantages of the two plus two program were 1) the
program’s online format and the ability to move with ease through course work and at one’s own
pace, and 2) positive interactions and engagement with faculty and other students in the program.
Specifically, students highlighted the ability to join in community groups and discussion boards
with other students. I009 ecstatically stated:
The advantages about the program I would say would be meeting new people throughout
this program…Actually, connecting with them through Zoom or class meets or
whatever—emails. Just exchanging information and learning about each other through
this way has been very wonderful.
I003 suggested:
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Even though it is all online, you still get that interaction between students. For example,
in my education class this semester, we have learning community groups…And we still
have text messages, emails, zoom meetings…It is not like I am just going to school to get
my work done. I am actually interacting with students and teachers still.
Four of the six students recognized although the program was fully online, they felt that
program’s format is design with intentions to provide students the same level of interaction if
they were in classrooms on the physical campus. I012 said:
You are in an online setting, but even still some of the outreach put forth by the
professors or the instructors, rather, it just makes you feel like you are within a classroom
setting…I really feel like the instructors are caring and compassionate, and they want to
see you succeed. And they know that the platform is a little bit different than traditional,
so they have found ways to be effective and helpful to students with any of their needs,
really.
Alike I003 emphasized, “The teachers at A&T really work with you. And if you have a problem
any time day or night, and you email them or text them, then they reply within a few hours.”
Several participants echoed that among these advantages, being able to complete course
work while simultaneously working or caring for a family was particularly important to them
when selecting the program. Specifically, I010 suggested, “It’s such a good opportunity for those
people that can’t branch out and just go. Like can’t go move out of state. Can’t go move three or
four hours away from their home.” I007 informed me that they work from home while going to
NCATS; however, I007 indicated, “I can kind of work at it at your own pace and when it’s
convenient for you, so I don’t have to like schedule my work around classes and that sort of
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thing, which is really nice.” This degree of flexibility for completing assignments and(or)
meeting deadlines was expressed in five of the six interviews.
Question 3: What have been the negative or challenging components about the
program? In analyzing the interviews, it was apparent that of all the challenges/negatives
emphasized, 50% were personal challenges/negatives as individuals, and half were challenges or
negative within the program. Both I003 and I012 highlighted procrastination in getting work
done and staying and being focused on the work respectively, where the only negatives for them
personally in completing the program. I007 stated, “Because it is all online there is a lot of
content without as much guidance…meaning there’s a lot of stuff to learn and a lot of content to
absorb.” Similarly, I009 emphasized, “You eventually learn that, hey, you’re not going to always
have somebody there to hold your hand.”
I005, I007, and I009 all indicated that because the program was online, they wish they
could have more interactions with faculty. I007 stated:
Some teachers do Zoom meetings or things like that, but a lot of them are kind of more
self-guided. Which I do not mind in a lot of ways, but sometimes it would be a little bit
nicer to have some more face-to-face interaction so you can kind of get a little bit of help.
As well, I009 replied, “When you’re emailing the teachers, it takes them a little while to get back
at certain times.” And though this may be the case, individual’s personality and (or) persistence
could have played a factor in the perceived level of faculty interaction. To that point, I010
highlighted, “It’s probably not all of the professors’ and the advisors’ faults. Like I said, they
have a lot more students. They can’t sit there and have a full-on one-on-one conversation with
you if you(students) don’t ask for it.”
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From another perspective, I003 indicated that while Dr. Austin was extremely helpful and
the advisor at NCATSU was great they had difficulties in adapting to fully online program
format and the learning management system (LMS) at NCATSU. I003 stated:
Getting used to Blackboard and the full online format. Because at Wayne Community I
was half in classroom and half online, and we used Moodle, not Blackboard.” I003 also
suggested, “The challenging part is just getting used to all the technology and having to
do stuff solely by yourself.
Along this same accord, I010 explained a situation with needing a particular elective
class that was not offer in a subsequent semester and not being able to take this course prolonged
her undergraduate matriculation. This story brought about two observations. First, I010 seemed
very frustrated because her personal goals and timeline did not fit into the University’s course
offerings/availability for the semester in which her elective class was needed versus when it was
being offered. The second observation was not being able to finish within a predetermined
timeframe caused anxiety. This was apparent by I010 reply of:
I was more just annoyed, but I could see that being very overwhelming for someone that
just wants to get done with school, has a timeframe that they have to get done in, and the
finances. I mean, if they have to do their FAFSAs and all of that stuff to get financial aid.
Like I could see that being an issue. So that’s really the only negative that I’ve ran into.
That is the only thing that has bothered me about the two plus two program. Just trying to
stay on track.
Question 4: As a distance learner, has the program overall addressed your learning
style, engagement with faculty, students, and on campus services, why or why not? Most
students indicated that the program addresses their learning style. Fifty percent of the students
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indicated at any given time they had access and resources for professional development, finding
research articles or scholarly information via the library, and was connect to both college and
university run student organizations even though they were not physically on campus. One-third
of the students spoke directly to the importance as a distance learner to determine how best to
work through the online program. I005 said, “Just being able to kind of learn at your own pace.
There is a lot of time management. You have deadlines with online. So, it allows you a little bit
of extra time and planning to learn the subjects.” Under this same principle. I010, suggested:
I feel like everyone should have to take like a leadership class or like a learning style
class. Because if you don’t, trying to understand how to get yourself through distance
learning is almost impossible. Because you’ve got to know what kind of person and
planner you are.
Along these same lines, I012’s comments emphasized how the program was engaging
through discussion boards. Explicitly, I012 drew on the fact:
We did a Bitmoji classroom. So, we would interact that way. One of my courses this
semester, we are using Flipgrid. And it is just a way you can upload videos of yourself. It
is a way that instructors can reach out, contact, and you are physically seeing something.
No, it is not a Zoom. No, it is not live. But you are able to take that snippet or whatever
you’re doing, you know, introduce yourself, talk about yourself, introduce a topic, a
subject. And I think that helps with learning styles.
By utilizing these forms of engagement, I012 saw this as an avenue to bring together students
with different learning styles. His comment, “they’ve (program faculty) found a way to make
that work for everybody” suggests that there are measures in place foster engagement.
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Five of the six students (I003, I007, I009, I010, and I012) indicated that the program
affords opportunities to engage and interact with program faculty and fellow students. I003 and
I010 highlighted being a part of course(s) learning communities or PLC groups.
I003 replied, “teachers really try to set you up with a few students in the class so that you
can have an interaction with them and create a bond, even if it is not in-person, seated
classes.”
I010 stated, “I’ve had a class where every week I had to get together with a group. We all
had to FaceTime, and we had to do discussion boards together. So, they’ve (program
faculty) really tried to make it where you’re still getting those connections you need.”
I007 spoke about both faculty and student interactions and suggested:
I have some really good connections with some of the professors for sure. Some of the
classmates that I have had in different classes I actually knew from Wilkes because they
are getting a similar degree. So that was nice. And also I have gotten to know a few of the
students from discussion boards and things like that.
Question 5: Would you recommend the program to others, why or why not? Each
student suggested that they would recommend the program based on the online format, you are
able to adapt your personal life into going to school, it is a convenient if you desire to work and
pursue your education, and because it is very affordable, quality education. Participants, I003
I010, I012, all indicated they would recommend the program because you work on your degree
at your own pace, you can enroll in class sizes where you do not just feel like a number, and
because of the interactions that ensue through the program’s avenues of engagement with faculty
and fellow students.
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Particularly, I009 emphasized only recommending the program to others if they felt that
online learning was for them by stating, “Yes, if you’re more of the determined learner. If you
are more of a visual learner, I would say yes. But most people, they prefer to be in person, faceto-face learning.” For similar reasons, I012 suggest that the program is great for people who have
time management and can balance the course work. To this point, I007 explained, “it does take a
lot of self-discipline to complete a degree online, for sure. Especially if you have a lot of other
things going.”
Students also suggested that they would recommend the program because of the
programs’ quality and its welcoming culture/sense of community at I010 suggested, “I definitely
recommend it also from a standpoint of it’s a good program’ while I003, stated, ‘they really
make you feel like a community” and “I made the decision to go to A&T because I feel like
everybody is welcomed.” Additionally, I005 would recommend the program because it provides
exposure to training and development beyond the community college level when remarked,
“further from what you might have gained in a two-year program. You get to learn a little bit
more in depth” and “You’re just learning more relevant material to help you in your professional
development.”
Question 6: Would you change any aspects about the program, and if so what?
Overall, students spoke very highly of the institution, the program’s format and quality, the
diverse levels of engagement, and being able to complete the program with little to none issues.
However, in providing responses, aspects about the program students felt could be change, were
offering more course on leadership, specialized agriculture topics, or providing more elective
courses each semester. Additionally, I012 suggested that implementing a synchronous zoom
meeting and replied, “Maybe they did once-a-week synchronized Zoom. Maybe that was after

73

hours. Maybe it was a 5:30 to 7:00 type deal or something like that could help with engagement
more.” I007 agreed with statement and felt that more structured Zoom meetings would help with
interpersonal communications between faculty and students.
Yet, these aspects did not suggest that students were dissatisfied about the program in any
way. I009 stated, “I pretty much like this program. I think that it was well rounded—put
together. They put a lot of thought into the program.” I010 highlights how the programs meets
the needs of students seeking bachelors and stated:
I think it’s an amazing program. I think it offers an abundance of opportunities for people
that do not have a university down the street. I think it is great, and I think the fact that
you can go on straight into your master’s—you know, there is nothing holding you back
from that—I think it’s great.
I003, offered:
I feel like A&T is really good about including myself in the atmosphere that they’re in.
Whether it be online like interaction between—I do not know how I’m trying to say it—
between like a spokesperson that is in the auditorium talking to people and me at home. I
feel like I am there.
Former Students
Question 1: To what extent has the completion of this degree impacted your life
(personally or professionally), be specific? Four of the six students specifically expressed that
the program built their self-confidence and(or) in being able earn a bachelor’s credential beyond
their two-year associate degree. In I002’s reflected, “I think it’s given me the confidence to go
about it...And my time at NC A&T has really helped me to gain confidence in myself personally.
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To know that that’s not the case. And what they’ve taught. Like they met me where I was.”
When I008 was asked about the program, the participant remarked:
It’s given me kind of a sense of accomplishment because I never thought when I enrolled
to do a two-year program that I would end up with a bachelor’s, much less wanting to get
my master’s degree. So, I think first and foremost it has given me a sense of
accomplishment and something to make yourself proud of.
Among other personal reasons for enrolling in the program, at least half of the former students
stated that personally they appreciated the online the online format of the program offered the
ability to work and go to school, save money, and allow them to care for family member(s).
From a professional viewpoint, I001 stated that the program helped narrow her interest(s)
in Agricultural Education and focus her career path. She remarked, “I figured out that I don’t
necessarily want to teach in a school setting, but I would want to educate through 4-H or
Extension or through some kind of adult education program.” Additionally, I004 highlighted,
“this degree will give me more opportunities for jobs”; I008 emphasized, “I wouldn’t have as
many opportunities and I011 stated, “It gave me like great opportunities to get jobs with my
degree.” Most of the former students emphasized that expanded opportunities for career
advancements was a major factor for enrolling in the two plus two program because the program
was not just focused on preparing students to become an agricultural education teacher but
offered alternative routes in the profession to use their degree.
Question 2: What were the advantages of this program? All six participants gave
indication that being able to complete the degree in an online format was the greatest advantage
to the program. Two students explained that they were able to spend more time spent with
family. I001 stated, “I’m a very family-oriented person, so it was a big advantage for me to be at
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home and spend time with them” while I004 indicated, “And actually, last fall, I had a little girl.
So, I was at home with her.” Beyond the online format, I004 also suggested that the program
offered flexibility to complete coursework and assignments which attributed to being able to
work, go to school, and start a family. Due to the program’s format and flexibilities, I002
indicated, “I get to fully focus on what (the courses) you like. To me, that was an advantage
because I was there for all ag classes, which is what I love.” From this perspective, I002
suggested, “that you have core classes under your belt, and you can just strictly focus on your
major concentration classes.” This ideal was shared by both current and former students. Along
those same lines, half of the former students suggested that the program was cost affordable.
I001 noted, “it was a lot less expensive” and I011 stated, “It was a lot cheaper.”
Moreover, four of the six former students associated the program flexibilities and
affordability, to being able to stay at home and work. Specifically, I008 posited, “Convenience of
doing it from home instead of having to move…It allowed me to work full time while getting my
degree.” Fifty percent of the former students also indicated that although they completed the
degree online, a program advantage was engagement with faculty and students. I011 suggested
that the technology and email interfaces and suggested, “We just had that interaction, and it was
great to talk to someone that was in the same major and had the same wishes and the same
dreams that I had in the major.” Along these same lines, I011 reflected, “I was connected to my
advisor.” Most former participants also credited that having positive interactions and engagement
were advantages for them as well.
Question 3: What were the disadvantages of this program? The three leading
disadvantages echoed by former students were 1) adjusting from a typical classroom
environment to an online format, 2) limited physical engagement and interactions with faculty
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and students, and 3) being self-disciplined and structured. I008 indicated, “you missed out on
that interaction that you would’ve usually had with your colleagues in a normal setting where
you’re sitting in class with them five days a week. So, you miss out on that when you do the
online route.” I002, suggested, “I’m a hands-on person, so when we were taking like animal
science classes, I was like I want to be in there. I want to be on the farm. I want to be doing
hands-on...I wanted to have that experience.”
Although, there is some level of interaction between students and faculty, at least three of
the six former students suggested that the program is self-guided after you meet with your
academic advisor. From a personal perspective, I004 highlighted, “For me, a disadvantage
was having to be more structured and actually remembering to do it (the work).” From another
perspective, I006 emphasized, “I had to learn how to take classes online. “He also suggested that
he had to learn how to use the technology interfaces and how to be structure and discipline with
completing the program in the online format by his remarks, “I was not familiar with it. After I
became familiar with it, it became an advantage. But it took a semester or two. It wasn’t just
something that came over night.”
Question 4: Would you change any aspects about the program, and if so, what? Five
former students indicated that they would not want to change anything about the program. I011
suggested:
I think the program is entitled for students to come in and to be in the field that they want
to be in and to get their degree. That is the main goal. Get their degree, and they won’t be
in school forever trying to get a degree. I would change anything about the program.
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Along those same lines, I008 stated, “I would personally change anything about the way that the
program is set up. I think the way that A&T does the program is great. They always have people
there and available to help you.”
Two students suggested that the program should be introduced to students as soon as they
begin their community college journey so that they can know upfront the alternative routes to get
a bachelor’s degree and for career exploration. I001 stressed, “inform students a little bit earlier,
maybe their first year in college.” This suggestion was shared by I002 when he commented, “I
feel like there are so many other people who would take advantage of the two plus two, and they
might not know about it fully.” I006 suggested that the two plus two program should investigate
a mentorship program. His comments suggested, “If I were to change something in the program,
it would be for students to have maybe a peer or mentor. I shouldn’t say a peer. Have an older
person like a mentor with them to work/walk them through the program.”
Just as current students offered suggestion related to course(s) offerings, I004 offered,
“just an overall course on education in general. Not specifically designed for teaching purposes
or like cooperative extension. I would say something just general would be nice.” While she
enjoyed how the program is structure, she mentioned how impactful building out more courses
that talked about dealing with middle and high school that are not specifically designed for
teachers could help undergraduate students make decisions about whether they have a passion
and(or) a desire to teach.
Question 5: As a distance learner, has the program overall addressed your learning
style, engagement with faculty, students, and on campus services, why or why not? While
the former students’ responses varied greatly on this question, all of them indicated that the two
plus two program allowed them: 1) opportunities for engagement with faculty and students, 2)
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the ability feel like they were a part of the larger university, 3) afforded opportunities to join
clubs and organizations, 4) ease in completing the program because help and(or)resources were
readily available. I008 reflected:
The faculty does a wonderful job of addressing students on their terms—like the best way
they learn. They are very good about helping with that. I think especially too with it being
like an education program that I was in, there is more emphasis on meeting people in
their own learning method and like learning about how other people learn.
Additionally, I011 supported this claim and remarked:
For the most part, I had great interactions with my teachers and the students…we are
required to interact with each other, to get to know each other, and to get a feel on each
other’s opinions on different things. I think it was a great way to see all the different
types of people that are in my program and doing the same thing that I love to do. It was
a great thing to see.
Most of the former students acknowledged the immense engagement with faculty members and
academic advisors as reasons for their success as a distance learner. I006 offered, “My
experience at A&T—and I’m not trying to blow A&T up. But I had a great experience with
them. But I had folks. The counselors embraced me.”
Question 6: Would you recommend the program to others, why or why not? Again,
there were varying perspectives about recommending the program to others. However, each
former student spoke to the realities that the two plus two program would appeal to many
students coming out of high school or community college because it provided an alternative
route of going straight into a four-year institution and(or) getting a bachelor’s degree. I006
horned in on this fact and stated:
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I think that the program should be introduced in high school…I didn’t have the GPA. I
didn’t have the courses to go to a four-year institution. But I did have the wherewithal
and the mental capacity to go to a community college that could coach me into a fouryear school like A&T.
At least five of the six former students conveyed that they would recommend the program
because of the conveniences of being a distance learner, being able to work, having the ability to
start a family or care for loved ones, among other attributes. I001 drew on the fact of that if
individuals like online learning, then the program would be beneficial to working individuals and
explained:
If I knew that they were someone who could distance learn well. Like they did not have
problems learning online, and they were interested in the same career field, then I would
definitely introduce them to the program. Because it was very beneficial for me being
able to work and finish a degree online. And I think it could be very beneficial for people
who are wanting to go to school and then go to work right away instead of spending all
four years away at a university.
Besides acknowledging if there was even the slightest possibility to work and go to school, I004
emphasized:
It is a very well-thought-out program, honestly. I was told about it my first year at NC
State, that A&T had this program. And what I love is the fact that it is geared toward the
working students. They (working students) did not choose A&T just to get a degree, but
they were going back to their family farm…it (the two plus two program) was kind of
geared for us to continue working full time and get a four-year degree. I think it’s a
phenomenal program.
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Among other reasons for recommending the two plus two program to others, four
students explained the being in the program made them better students, increased their outlook/
perspective on agriculture and careers, and(or) provided them an experience that was enriching.
In reflecting about the program, I008 drew on the fact:
I would recommend the program to others…I did not see myself getting a bachelor’s
degree or a master’s degree when I started college. I thought I was just going to get my
associate’s degree and that was going to be it. Just do it to make your parents happy. Like
I didn’t really have any goals for myself when I started. But going through this program,
that’s a really positive impact that it’s had on me, and I think that’s a great it’s opened my
eyes to all the things that I’m capable of and that I can do. So, I think thing to pass
forward to other people.
Additionally, I011 emphasized:
Personally, I can say I learned so much by being in this program. That is why I’m still
trying to pursue the things that I love. And as a student at A&T and being an African
American, being at a primarily African-American school (HBCU), and coming from a
different type of school, I say like I like the difference, and I’m grateful that I was given
this opportunity to be a part of this program; to take what I have learned and to use it in
my career to teach other people about this program is something that I plan on doing
going forward.
Program Effectiveness
The goal of this qualitative phenomenological study was to understand the perceptions
and lived experiences of current and former students enrolled in the NCATSU two plus two
program. From the coding analysis of the interview transcripts, five tenets highlighting the two
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plus two program’s effectiveness emerged in relation to participants’ interview responses. These
include: 1) program format and convenience, 2) instructional quality, 3) program engagement, 4)
career and job readiness, and 5) personal fulfillment and satisfaction.
Program Format and Convenience
Regarding introduction to and the ability to enroll in the two plus two program, both
current and former students recognized and appreciated NCATSU faculty coming to their
community college or 2-year programs to talk about the program, its benefits, and NCATSU
transfer admission and program requirements. At least one-third mentioned that before the
NCATSU faculty introduced the two plus two model, they had never heard about the program.
One interesting phenomenon of particular interest was ten students provided an instance or
example of either talking to an advisor, a friend, or knowing someone who used the two plus two
program to pursue undergraduate and(or) graduate education through the distance learning
format. Most students valued their dialogue and indicated that it had a positive effect on them
wanted to further their education via the program.
Current and former students combined transferred an average of 63 credits or an
equivalent to 21 courses into the program. After transfer credits and course evaluations were
applied to a respective program of study, eleven students indicated their ability to receive their
four-year degree in just under 2 years or four semesters via the online format. I004 shared:
Technically, when I graduated from NC State, I had two associate degrees. So, I had over
eighty—I think eighty-one—credits when I started. So, it is very nice knowing that I can
go from having my two-year degree and getting a four-year in pretty much the same time
as a four-year and not having to spend a whole lot of time extra. It is honestly a great
program, especially for like some of my friends. They graduated straight from State, got a
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full-time job, and then went straight into the two-plus-two program. And they had it done
in no time.
Participants emphasized that completing the degree online offered conveniences and
flexibilities when compared to traditional in-classroom formats. When asked what excited them
about the two plus two program, unsurprisingly all participants referenced in their responses the
ability to go to work and go to school, ability to complete work at their own pace, and being able
to tend to family needs and other commitments were three attributes they liked most about their
online experience. I007 highlighted, “So I think it’s a useful resource for a lot of people, like you
said, who have nontraditional situations. Because like I said, I have two kids and a household
and a husband and everything. So, it is definitely possible. It’s a lot of work, but it’s a good
thing.” Moreover, students contributed their positive experience in the program to being able to
afford online education, not being required to drive or live on campus, and having autonomy to
sign on to classes, take exams, and the capacity to fit and fulfill program requirements within
their schedule.
Instructional Quality
When navigating online courses, internet, technology, and software interfaces are intermediums that are imperative to ensuring successful student learning outcomes. When face-to
face classroom instruction is not available, students have to self-guide and regulate learning
themselves. I009 supported this notion and mentioned, “You have deadlines, but it’s like you’re
not pressured to get it done. You have time that you can get it done. They put everything out at
once, and you just go through and work it.” Two current students mentioned the fact that online
learning workloads does not require any less effort than workloads in traditional classroom
settings. They further emphasized that in many instances, there is more reading and writing and
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less traditional style lectures and discussions. However, because of the program’s asynchronous
structure, they indicated that they have to time to get the work done.
Nevertheless, many students praise the program’s well-designed program of study.
Remarked by I009:
I would say that this program right here has really shown me a lot of different things that
NC State did not really give me. This program—it’s crazy, but they go more in depth
within the curriculum. The curriculum is much broader than the in-face learning actually
gave me through my past schools like Wayne Community College and NC State. So, I
would say this is a good program for anyone who is really dedicated in getting their
education and not afraid of doing it over the computer.
Students contributed their understanding of the work and doing well in courses to faculty
uploading background information and topical readings, doing overviews of key concepts,
providing PowerPoint presentations, video lectures, and other resources for each course.
Seven students talked about how teachers designed discussion activities or group
assignments. Added benefits of instructional quality were the use of automatic grading and
automated messaging, and course registrations. One student mentioned that course work was
navigable because links and navigation bars were easy to use, and the course shell had a simple
easy to follow layout. A few students suggested that incorporating hands-on activities, doing
some synchronous discussions, having a technology interface training, and industry
leaders/professionals come in could make the learning experience more meaningful.
Program Engagement
Engagement for this study was characterized by student-to-student interactions, facultyto-student interactions, involvement in college and university-wide activities and programs, and
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the ability to persist completing a bachelor’s degree. Every participant identified that the
program afforded them various means to engage. Students characterized engagement in terms of
faculty members arranging students in 3-5 member groups to complete assignments, blogs, and
online discussions on different topics. Added, 50% of all students’ experiences were
characterized by their ability to engage and meet students with similar or different interest and
learn their perspectives and views. In speaking about education courses, I003 underscored this
fact and stated:
In my education classes, we are not all there for agriculture. We are there for elementary
education, math education, and stuff like that. That’s the classes I had the learning groups
in. And I think it is pretty cool to find where people are from all over. Like this one girl is
from Florida. This one girl is from the beach. The other girl is from Pennsylvania. And it
is kind of like we are all living our own different lives, studying our fields, but coming
together to work together because we all have a passion for education and developing
young kids.
In most instances, students added that they engaged with other students that they knew of from
their former community college or that they were going through the program with a friend.
Often students complimented the levels of engagement they received from faculty
members. Specifically, more than three-quarters mentioned how it was amazingly easy to get
instructors feedback on course difficulties, performance, or in matter concerns advisement and
course registration. Additionally, two students expressed how engagement with faculty
motivated them to learn the course content and go on to seek a master’s degree. Another student
reflected that the engagement with their advisor served as a source of emotion support. Yet
another instance of the program engagement was students feeling that the instructors help them
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understand real-world applications within different courses. At least three students suggested that
they were inspired by the engagement with their instructors because of their enthusiasm in what
is being taught and their passion they exude to see their students succeed.
Most of the students answered they had opportunities to engage or take participate in
clubs, student organizations, and other activities, but did not do it because it was not conducive
to their personal schedule or because they rather commit that time to work or family. Of the 12
students’ interview, one student expressed that they felt that instructor feedback and response
time is probably lengthier for students online versus those students who are in the classroom.
I010 stated:
I like communication…So just kind of the struggle of not having that advisor or that
person that you could really reach out to, and they be right there to help you. Because
community colleges, you are signed up by an advisor. They sign you up. So, the transfer
from going from being helped to sign up for classes to doing it all on your own can be
extremely difficult for some people. I would say it was kind of average for me.
What can be inferred is that this student received more one-to-one physical engagement with
faculty during their time in community college. While online, this student felt that the level of
engagement for academic advising was diminished. Yet, more than three-fourths of the students
indicated that faculty communicated to their satisfaction and through this mode of engagement
their needs were met. Students’ responses reflected the two plus two program use of Blackboard,
doing discussion boards, and being able to directly communicate learning difficulties with
faculty through emails exchanges or Zoom meetings afforded students to connect with one
another and allows faculty to give timely personalized feedback.
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Career and Job Readiness
Because the two plus two program has two primary concentration areas, the strength of
the program is that it prepares students for a wide array of careers. Through the teacher licensure
concentration students can prepare for careers as secondary level educators in agriculture
education. Students in the professional services concentration go on to the agricultural industry,
state of federal government, or international agriculture. From the provided information on the
background form, every student indicated that they were already working in ag-related job or
planned to pursue career opportunities in their area of study. I007 commented on the program’s
ability to help students secure jobs and remarked, “And when you realize are able to get a better
job and that sort of thing once you get out, it’s definitely worth it.” Some of the current students
indicated that the program helped them narrow their career path. Additionally, two former
students stated that it helped them relate real-world/on-job experiences to their courses. Some
students mentioned for the careers they planned to pursue they wanted to further their education
in the graduate program within NCATSU CAES. I005 commented:
It has been a very positive experience for me. It has definitely opened my eyes to career
possibilities, and I feel like I have definitely learned a little bit more about myself and
where the program is allowing me to go with my employment. It has provided more
opportunity, and I think that is one of the best benefits of the program and to be able to
further your education within the two-plus-two program.
And although every student indicated that that program allows students to work in go to
school, at least six students spoke about receiving resources about different internships and jobs.
Students recognized the positive relationships and value of faculty members using their
professional networks and relationships to help students gain insight into trending jobs and
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careers fields in agriculture through the inclusion of guest lecturers and professional
development forums throughout the program. The only negative reference was that some
students wished to have more of this type of engagement. However, at least five students
mentioned that although they did not participate in organizations or clubs, they know of their
benefits relative to career development, professional networking, or gaining skills in resume
writing, building leadership traits, and communicating orally. A current student suggested that
the program has shown the possibilities of going into a research-based career in agriculture, and
by talking with NCATSU faculty, they are extremely excited to simultaneously be enrolled and
horning their research skills through their current employment. One former student spoke about
building relationships with current students to provide mentoring, share experiences, and (or)
offer suggestions on how they can accomplish their personal and professional goals.
Fulfillment and Satisfaction
As students matriculate through the two plus two program, many echo the sentiments of
autonomy, freedom, and the conveniences of completing their coursework in an online format.
With such conveniences and a sense of independence, at least two-thirds of the students spoke to
the fact that the program requires discipline and self-motivation. Interestingly, these same
students talked about the ease of being able to move through the curriculum, how they developed
study habits, and the importance of time management. While current students indicated positive
sentiments of receiving information, having interactions with faculty and program advisors, and
knowing how to adjust to online were assurances that they could complete their degree, at least
four of the former students indicated that self-regulation of their academic journey aided them in
successfully completing the program.
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At least 50% of the participants conveyed how the online format and the program courses
were beneficial in the realization of their self-confidence. Although flexibility was especially
important among other appealing aspects of the program, students discussed how they felt the
program itself or through faculty interactions help them see more personal attributes about
themselves. Besides self-confidence, students say the program gave them willpower, drive,
passion, and patience. It can be inferred that these derivatives of being independent learners
served as personal motivational factors for navigating online learning. Students also indicated
they were able to develop problem-solving, communication, and teamwork/group collaboration
skills through course assignments/projects and interactions with other students.
One aspect of self-confidence is reflected in I008 remarks:
A&T is a community; it is not just a school. Having gone to State and then transferring to
A&T, they are two completely different types of places. Like the community at A&T is
much more relevant than at State. So just that sense that you belong to something—I
think that was an important part for me as well in my time there. And like I said, just the
faculty. They played a very large role in me wanting to get my master’s degree. I was
opposed to it, did not want to do it. Just wanted to get my bachelor’s and get out. But the
faculty member took me under his wing and said, “No, I really think you should do this.
You’re a great candidate.” And at first, I was like he just says that to everybody. Like
that’s just what happens. But then I realized, okay, maybe he is right. Like he would not
just say it if he did not believe it. So, I think the fact that they believe in you, they want
you to succeed, they want you to find what you’re good at, what you love, and they want
to help grow you as best they can to get you in that—I think that’s really something you
don’t get in every life situation that you’re given. So, I am grateful to him and all the
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faculty members at A&T for how they communicate with their students, how they care
for their students, how they want the best for them.
What can be inferred by this assertion, is that NCATSU faculty provides students a sense of selfactualization in setting a vision for what is possible for(in) their future. I004 epitomizes and
posited:
I am just now graduating with my four-year bachelor’s degree. And I was so caught up
with the fact that you go to college when you are seventeen, eighteen, and you should be
done within four years. So, part of me was like embarrassed to even think about the fact
that it has taken me so long to get to where I am. But your faculty advisor and
professors—they will be your biggest cheerleader, and they want you to succeed. That is
why they do what they do.
From another perspective, I008 indicated that the program can change your outlook about
many things replying, “because it’s not just a degree. It is like something that changes your
whole outcome and your whole view on life and your future. Another student provided how the
program give them a different outlook and perspective on race/ethnic relations. I001 explained:
The change from NC State to A&T—even just the curriculum, I guess. When I was at NC
State, we took sociology classes, learning about like demographics of rural communities
and urban communities and that kind of thing. But when I made the switch to A&T, them
being an HBCU, I did take an African American history class. And this might be a little
off topic, but I will say that that class was very beneficial to me. Living where I am in the
South, in North Carolina, that class was like an eye-opening thing for me. So, I think in
that way, I don’t know, I was able to have a better understanding. I don’t know. But it
just had a really big impact on me—that class did. I feel like maybe that should be
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included. Some sort of class about, I don’t know, maybe just minorities in the US. I feel
like that is a really important topic to learn about, and with some programs you might
never take a class about that. So, it seems important to me.
Historically Black College and University (HBCU) by virtue of their mission offers a sense of
self-actualization to a wide array of students from diverse backgrounds. I012 emphasized:
And one of the things, you know, as a man of color looking at all of this, A&T really
spoke out to me, and I was really intrigued by the program because of the HBCU setting.
And they’ve got a great background and a great name when it comes to agriculture. So
that really—it was like I’m going to do this, you know? It’ll be something great. And I
feel like there’s a lot of people there that could help me excel, coming from my
background. So definitely I think it has been something super beneficial for me and for
my personal experiences.
Summary of Findings
These five areas reverberated across the participants’ interview responses; resulting in the
following major themes: 1) NCATSU’s two plus two program articulation, program structure,
and online format affords students a viable pathway in getting their bachelor’s degree, 2) current
and former students like the program features and personal amenities afforded by the two plus
two program, 3) Structure of course(s), assignments, and interactions provides for addressing
varying learning styles and serves as a means for supplemental engagement with faculty and
peers, 4) distance learning is complimented with access to program faculty, university resources,
and other student groups, and 5) students garner a bolstered sense of self-confidence, personal
achievement, and self-actualization being in the program and pursuing career goals.
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In summary, this chapter provided the interview findings from the participants involved
in this study. Each research participant was given the ability through the background information
form and a recorded interview session to express his or her thoughts, beliefs, and perceptions of
their lived experience. The research questions guided the interview findings. Interviews were
transcribed to code students’ perspectives of NCATSU two plus two program. Because this is a
qualitative study, the researcher used thick descriptors to highlight the perspectives of the
research participants in this study. Using current and former students’ own words provided
transparency and built confidence in the researcher’s interpretation of the responses(data)
collected and coded through the research study.
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5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
As degree-granting institutions build on articulation agreements and transfer pathways
that provide alternative routes for students after high school and enable them to earn a bachelor’s
credential, it is imperative that such institutions take opportunity in understanding factors that
affect student success. Therefore, this qualitative study explored the experiences of students who
enrolled in the two plus two online degree program at North Carolina Agricultural and Technical
State University (NCATSU) after matriculating through a two-year or community college
program. In conducting a comprehensive review of literature that reveals factors for going the
community college route, taking online courses, and persisting towards degree completion, this
study unpacked 12 unique student experiences who enrolled in the online degree program,
highlighted the factors for choosing the program, described their interactions with faculty and
students, and described how they persist to degree completion.
The lived experiences of each participant were captured through semi-structured, video
recorded interviews. All responses provided were transcribed, coded, and analyzed to help the
researcher understand the program’s effectiveness and how that contributes to a student’s overall
experience. This chapter provides a summation of the emergent themes emanating from the
findings of this study and answers the five research questions presented in this dissertation.
Further, the next section will provide implications and recommendations for future research. The
last section will provide limitations for this study and the conclusion.
Research Question 1
What contributing factors lead students to select the online degree program?
Specifically, this research question was designed to learn why students choose the online
degree program over attending a face-to-face experience. Form the data, surfaced:
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Theme 1. NCATSU’s two plus two program articulation, program structure, and online
format affords students a viable pathway in earning their bachelor’s degree.
The findings associated with this theme address research question one.
Two motivations that repeated themselves were 1) students felt that earning an associate
degree prior to enrolling at NCATSU played a significant role in them completing a bachelor’s
degree, and 2) the significance that all credits of their two-year program were eligible for transfer
to NCATSU. Nine of the twelve participants commented that their earned two-year degree
allowed them to transfer more hours; potentially reducing time required to complete the
bachelor’s and reducing the cost of attendance. Credit transfer from one program to the next is
the representation of successful articulation between NCATSU and the five community colleges
(sending institutions) in North Carolina that students in this study attended. Another significant
factor is that seven participants used a transfer pathways agreement between NCATSU and the
2-year Ag Institute program at North Carolina State University, the state’s 1862 land-grant
institution.
Many students emphasized that faculty and staff from two plus two program, friend(s), or
upper classmen who spoke about the transfer process, and the plethora of campus and virtual
resources were extremely helpful in making the decision to enroll in the online program and
complete the transfer process. In many instances, the participants prior to enrolling in NCATSU,
were able to discuss with peers who were previously enrolled in the program highlight the
conveniences of completing the bachelor’s degree in an online format. This along with other
transfer-related activities were motivating causes for the students to enroll in the program.
Interestingly, one student had a memorable experience in describing that she never
imagined herself finishing community college and going on to a four-year institution. After
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taking time to visit NCATSU, she highlighted that the program faculty made her feel “at home”
and the department was more like a “loving community.” While afraid of moving from a
traditional classroom two-year program, she spoke of her NCATSU advisor’s “confidence” that
resonated with her during their meeting and after that, she could successfully complete a degree
online. Other students had similar sentiments which more than likely aided in their decision to
enroll in the program.
At least three-fourths of all participants mentioned affordability as a reason for selecting
the program. Because it is common to see online tuition rates lower than traditional on-campus
rates, students have an alternative to finance their higher education endeavors at lower costs or
through work-based program(s). Two current students posited similar thoughts as they suggested
that online courses help save money because course materials are digital, and students do not
need books like on-campus students. They also mentioned about not having to live on campus
and buy items for dorms and driving or parking on campus were key factors to keep costs down.
Research Questions 2 and 3
What contributing factors lead to student persistence in an online degree program?
What contributing factors hinder student persistence in an online degree program?
These research questions were posited to help understand how students persist in the
online degree program and were address in the findings associated to themes 2 and 4:
Theme 2. Current and former students like the program features and personal
amenities afforded by the two plus two program.
Theme 4. Distance learning is complimented with access to program faculty, university
resources, and other student groups.
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Flexibility and convenience were the major tenants that aided in student persistence and
was emphasized by every student in this study as the major advantage for them to complete their
degree. Both current and former students contributed their positive experiences with the
conveniences of not having to leave their hometown community and being required to drive to
campus. At least 10 of the 12 students verbally expressed their ability to log into the online
course(s) asynchronously. One former student who worked full time stated, “I log on to view my
courses and assignments then select times in my schedule to get the work done.” Another student
suggested, “Finding the time to travel to campus would be really inconvenient, or even trying to
get office hours with my advisor.” A current student identified himself as in introverted person
and commented “The greatest benefit is I don’t have to worry about trying to learn in a big
classroom with people.” A first-time mother suggested, “I have very little time to pursue my
education, getting to class would be a challenge, but because I’m online I can get my degree and
don’t have to worry about traveling to A&T.”
While the students reflected that the online format of the program provided flexibility and
convenience, the study revealed other contributing factors to student persistence were 1) clearly
laid out program goals and objectives, 2) course work could be completed absent pressure from
faculty or instructors, and 3) online education afforded them the ability to handle multiple
priorities (i.e., full time work, family, farming, etc.). Another factor associated to persistence was
the psychological feelings of confidence and accomplishment because of students’ self-reliance
and responsibility in satisfying many of the learning outcomes. The first-time mother and the
full-time employee regarded self-paced learning as an added benefit for persisting in the
program. Although the two had overwhelming emotion about the demands that work and life had
on their pursuits to earn their bachelor’s degree, they recognized their autonomy to complete
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required course content. These two along with five other participants suggested that the online
program’s structure and organization were imperative to their success in the program and were
directly connected to understanding course content and processing information.
Alternatively, because some of the course content is heavily self-directed learning,
procrastination was determined to be a factor that hinder a student’s persistence in the program.
Often, both current and former students talked about having to stay motivated to ensure that
assignments, tests, and other due dates were not missed. Although students said they enjoy their
independence and freedom in this program, the word “focused” was repeated 27 times across the
12 interviews and was associated with the rigor of the program and procrastinating or putting
work off to the last minute. A former student suggested, “With all that I had going on, it was not
hard for me to forget to finish assignments or complete work.” Added, one of the current
students suggested, “Because I am not on a set schedule, there are times I find myself doing nonschool work…sometimes it’s hard to stay focus.”
Two positive findings indicated by current and former students were 1) they felt the
online program provided them access to student groups, clubs, and organizations, and 2) students
had easy access to campus resources. Aside from these, the students made comments that they
had access to digital library resources, job and internship opportunities, and support from student
services units. One student indicated that she lived four hours from campus yet felt just as
integrated with campus life as students on campus. Though the findings did not easily identify
which students took advantage of these resources, it was inferred by the researcher that the
presence of these opportunities serves as an equalizer to help students at a distance feel and stay
connected. Moreover, such opportunities added to the overall experiences of students completing
their degree online.
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Research Questions 4 and 5
How do students describe their interactions with instructors and other students in an
online degree program?
How do student interactions and with instructors and classmates hinder or contribute
to persistence in an online degree program?
Moore (1989) explained how student interactions in the online learning environment is
based on student to faculty, student to student, and student to content interactions. Examining
Moore’s three type of interactions addressed research questions two and three and provide
understanding for:
Theme 3. Structure of course(s), assignments, and interactions provides for addressing
varying learning styles and serves as a means for supplemental engagement with
faculty and peers.
Because distance education literature discusses the criticality of student interaction and
engagement as a part of the educational process, Rovai (2002) suggested that inconsistent student
engagement and not determining roles for interactions affects the learning process. A welldesigned program and communication with faculty and students were extremely important to
current and former students. This study highlighted that current and former students felt that
student to faculty interactions were especially important to online leaning and beneficial to their
success in the online program. Most students suggested that email was the number one means of
communication with faculty; followed by telephone calls and Zoom video conferencing
interfaces. There were no significant barriers indicated in the responses provided that prevent
students from being able to interact or engage with faculty. Moreover, three students highlighted
they received replies from their emails and (or) phone calls within 24 to 48 hours. At least 11
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students indicated that receiving feedback from faculty helped gauge if they were on track with
the learning outcomes and understanding course materials. A former student suggested, “When I
didn’t understand what I was doing, I emailed my professor for clarification.” Another former
student talked about their interaction with faculty and remarked “when I talk to my advisor who
is also my professor, I not only get help with coursework…they encourage me and want me to
succeed.”
Five students in this study indicated that interactions with fellow peers were mostly
facilitated through work groups, discussions boards, or team projects. Taking a similar sentiment,
a former student mentioned that working with other students helped in digesting/understanding
course content. Another student commented that course discussions require students to go to
Blackboard to critique or support their contemporaries’ posts. Moreover, two current students
praised the level of peer-to-peer engagement in the program; indicating that they learn better
during group discussions versus working alone. However, two former students felt indifferent
about having interactions with other students, and one commenting, “The experience was ok…I
am an older student, and it was really hard to connect with younger students.”
In distance learning, Keefe (2003) suggest that interactions are linked to student success,
lack thereof between students and faculty can result in poor academic performance. Even though
interaction/engagement was not explicitly stated as factor(s) that hinder persistence, the
researcher assumed that not being able to interact with faculty and students, delayed or no
feedback and guidance related to work and assignments, and poor advisement are factors that
could hinder persistence. Alike, poorly designed course shells, lack of access to information, lack
of experiential experiences and hands-on activities, and poor instructional methods can add to a
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student’s discontent with online education and may lead them to have a negative program
experience and not persist.
This study revealed that there is duality in the need for interaction and (or) engagement
and showed that two-thirds of the students valued constant feedback from faculty and
opportunities to engage with peers. Alternatively, the remaining students capitalized on the
program’s autonomy and only interacted with faculty and students as needed. Interestingly, every
student, through their own unique experience, spoke about the program being a “community” of
students, faculty, and peers, and the support received strengthen their self-efficacy in the
program.
The findings and results from research questions four and five shed significant context to:
Theme 5. Students garner a bolstered sense of self-confidence, personal achievement,
and self-actualization being in the program and pursuing career goals.
Experiences shared by current and former students lead the researcher to determine that
positive online experiences hinges on online learners’ perception of online course content,
engagement, and personal achievement of educational or career goals. Interactions with faculty
was determined as an integral factor in building student’s confidence as well as making students
feel equal to other online or face-to-face students. This would suggest that such interactions in
online courses serves as an educational equalizer. A meaningful relationship surfaced between
student achievement and persistence that indicated interactions among students and with faculty
are important to ensure that students feel comfortable with mastering self-paced and(or) directed
learning. Further, the study revealed that interactions served as a foundation for student
empowerment and encourages persistence.
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Persistence builds confidence in students’ ability and motivation to learn course material
and perform academically. One student’s comment suggested, “I am confident in my ability to
complete my degree and go on to enroll in the master’s program.” Another student equated his
educational experience to increase personal worth (self-efficacy) in competing for more complex
higher paying jobs. Of the twelve participants, three are current working in full time jobs in their
field of study, five students want to become vocational agriculture education teachers, two
students have returned to the family farm, and two are pursing graduate studies. Of these, four
former students expressed that confidence and encouragement from faculty and peers correlated
to their success. Alike, six students felt that they found their satisfaction and career passion
through taking different courses in the program. One student felt the program should be
incorporated somehow in high schools to help foster hope for students who have no
understanding (literacy) of the discipline through a pre-college experience program.
Implication
The presence of a statewide articulation agreement, transfer pathways, and policies
influence/encourages the transfer process of students with an earned credential (associate degree
from a community college or two-year program. In return, students are then able to use this
credential to transfer in credits and courses and match up to a program of study offered through
the two plus two program at North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University. The
results of this study implied that students who use their transferrable associates degree positively
persist to bachelor’s degree attainment. The study also revealed factors that aid and/or hinder
student persistence with online learning. Collectively, these factors contribute to perceptions
made by students relative to the program’s overall effectiveness.
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Findings of this study provide leaders in higher education the ability to develop online
courses and/or programs that will serve to ensure students are successful in online learning.
Innovative instructional design, varying modes of communication, and providing flexibility to
online learners serves as the variables needed to support persistence and success of students in
online programs. The strength in this modality of learning is to help students develop confidence
and their ability to be successful. These findings should not be limited to one or two programs
but disseminated across multiple disciplines. Institutions of higher learning can apply these
practices, and thereby, encourage greater engagement, improve student satisfaction, and increase
overall persistence ratios and outcomes within online degree programs.
Because virtual students do not come to campus, another major implication should be the
investment in technology. While this did not seem to be a concern of the students in this study, it
is imperative that technology is cutting-edge, user-friendly, functional, and supplemented with
technical support. The criticality of this for post-secondary institutions is to ensure that students
who seek their degrees through an online platform know that they are valued. Because
interactions between faculty, students, and peers are heavily dependent on technology interfaces,
ensuring convenient access to and use of such interfaces like video and audio-conferencing,
blogging, and chatrooms matters relative to online students’ persistence. These gestures prove
that institutions stand committed to provide online learners’ tools and resources needed to
dialogue in a distance learning environment and that aides in their overall success.
From the categorization of factors derived from both current and former students’ lived
experiences and perceptions, the information collected served as the “voice” of the students
themselves. These experiences should be the main source for direction in rolling out plans for
helping students persist through online programs to earn a baccalaureate degree.
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P-20 Implication
P-20 education is a change-agent process that continues to blossom into creative and
exciting opportunities and pathways designed to enhance students' journey from pre-school
through the transition to post-secondary institutions and/or careers. Through this construct, P-20
education is designed to advance all students' academic and career readiness skills. At the core of
P-20 education, Pitre (2011) suggests that early childhood development, student transitions,
curriculum continuity, and course mapping are connected to the educational process that helps
students transition from high-school to college. Alike, it ascertains that every student can
succeed after high school given the proper tools and resources to support that child’s education.
Not only does it provide opportunities to understand career pathways and gain workforce
credentials, but P-20 also facilitates having a career interest when pursuing post-secondary
education at trade or technical schools, community colleges, public or private post-secondary
institutions.
The COVID-19 pandemic utterly disrupted and tested the resiliency of education;
requiring educational institutions and teachers to completely switch from face-to-face instruction
to online virtual learning. Because of this, the system of education has changed dramatically.
Nowadays, educators must think differently about their pedagogy methods and employ different
resources and materials; all while mastering the use of newly adopted technology enhanced
learning platforms. With such a sudden shift from in-person instruction in throughout the globe,
questions arise to the continuance of online learning post-pandemic and how this shift would
shape the future of P-20 education.
Although online education has pros and cons, the P-20 continuum has been and will
continue to be a vital component in breaking down the disparities and inequities that leave a
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negative experience about online learning. One thing the pandemic has taught us is that change is
inevitable. Through online education, P-20 has the capacity to develop multiple models for
education that yield significant educational benefits and builds on metrices that support student
success. This study illustrated the use of articulation and statewide transfer policies to bring
together community colleges and NCATSU to help students achieve their career goals through
an innovative online format that also is complimenting to the lifestyle expressed by students in
this study. However, institutions of higher learning should not be the only players involved in the
process. Through the integration and acceptance of technology in education, course content,
lectures, and presentations can be supplemented by incorporating businesses, industry leaders,
educational stakeholders, and others who have an interest in preparing a highly skilled and
globalized workforce. Teachers could then feel that they do not have to cover this void alone and
could provide students the opportunity of learning from diverse frames of reference.
From the smallest towns to the most populated urban areas, from a kitchen table to a local
coffee shop, the global COVID-19 pandemic has resounded the ever-apparent need for access to
high-speed internet and technology interfaces in most educational environments. The pandemic
reinforced that traditional instructional delivery models across the field of education will forever
be change. So many students now have the option to stay at home to pursue their educational
goals or go off to a university/college setting to do the same. Again, P-20 is poised to help
equalize the technology playing field and guide the development of technological infrastructures
needed to enhance physical and online learning environments. At the university level, online
education formats are being implemented to provide more access, to refocus recruitment
strategies, and to help provide an alternative to traditional face-to-face instruction. Deploying P20 models across communities to create partnerships among businesses, educational institutions,
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and other entities using the two plus two program model can support workforce development,
skills development, training, and offer more non-traditional students and other audiences’ postsecondary opportunities.
Recommendations and Future Research
While there is a considerable body of research on distance learning, there exist very few
studies that investigate the experiences and perceptions of students in online programs. Further,
no such research has been conducted on the two plus two program at NCATSU. To this end, the
findings should be meaningful and of value to College of Agriculture and Environmental
Sciences (CAES) administration and faculty as they work to refine the program’s instructional
content and quality, expand to more programs of study (majors), and generate transfer interest at
the community college level. Though this study serves as a mean to inform CAES administrators
and faculty members, the greatest benefactors are the students. Making investments that improve
students’ academic experience is the goal of any pedagogical improvement.
The researcher selected convenience sampling over other sampling techniques to select
the research participants for this study. An added dimension to this work would be to conduct a
comparative analysis to see if the findings in this study would be the same for students who
complete the program through a traditional face-to face instructional method. Future research
investigations using a different sampling technique and a larger sample of heterogeneous groups
of students in the CAES could yield informative results.
Second, this study was based entirely on students transferring to an online program at a
four-year institution to complete their bachelor’s degree. Because the findings emphasized that
engagement and interaction with the university was through virtual means could mean that
online students might succumb to the “out of sight, out of mind” mentality which in turn could
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affect academic performance and success. The findings of this study did not suggest this, nor was
it indicated that the two plus two program monitors student performance. However, such a
service or system would help track performance and provide early detections alerts if faculty see
students straying. Moreover, the system may work just as effective if students can report when
they are having problems. Further research should compare students’ learning and success
variables/measures. Measures to consider include GPA, overall satisfaction, retention, program
learning outcomes, job placement, and academic grades.
Although not mentioned in this study or by the participants, it is recommended to
introduce a course or orientation to online learning into the instructional content of this program.
While some students mentioned they had familiarization with online environments and
technology platforms from community college, at least three students indicated their online
journey began at NCATSU. This type of course would help ready students for what to expect
through the online program, how to access and integrate into the technology platform(s)
currently in use, and just generally, acclimate the student to online learning. Following along
those lines, incorporating a lyceum series of industry leaders and stakeholders was a
recommendation made by two of the students in this study.
Four students suggested that the development of a mentorship program and pairing senior
or graduate-level students could serve as a positive reinforcement to help students persist in the
two plus two program. This level of engagement could foster mentor-mentee relationships as
well as help students feel comfortable with seeking advice about college life, bouncing around
research interest(s) or internship opportunities, and/or understanding how to persist from students
nearing completion or from those that have completed the program. Ultimately, investments to
help or keep students engage during and outside of class hours could dispel apprehension and
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uncertainty, builds trust and confidence, foster techniques for communicating with faculty and
peers, and brings a level of comfort when navigating a technology-advanced learning
environment.
Highly qualified and trained faculty are crucial to the quality of online education.
Another recommendation would be to launch an assessment that develops a profile for each
online learner. This assessment would be comprehensive; providing a profile of varied learning
options that marries students learning style and personality. Using this profile, faculty can begin
the task of creating instructional designs that incorporate activities, course projects, and
assignments focused on engaging and developing the student learner. Critical data like this
increases the ability for faculty to provide needed help and support.
From a faculty’s perspective relative to the efficacy of the two plus two program, future
research could address the following: 1) how would faculty determine overall program
effectiveness, 2) tools and resources needed to effectively teach online; 3) the impact that faculty
instructional design and methodology have on student success; and 4) how does course
interactions/interventions correlate with building student persistence.
Moreover, there is a practical nature of this research study to potentially provide a
program framework for other 1890 land-grant institutions to build programs similarly to the
NCATSU’s two plus two program. Through partnerships and collaborations, these institutions
have a blueprint for expanding offering in bachelor’s programs, moving traditional in-class
courses to an online format, making long overdue investments in information technology
infrastructure, and forging relationships with community colleges through institutional or
statewide articulation agreements.
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Future research should focus on building a taskforce of university leaders, faculty, staff,
businesses, and industry professionals to see how this program’s concept can be feasibly
replicated. If other 1890 institutions implemented such program models, it could theoretically
combat declining enrollment trends at like institutions, garner greater degree attainment, expand
access, and serve as a mechanism to enhance instruction and improve student achievement.
Limitations
The main limitation of this study was that the sample size may not accurately reflect the
representation of all students who are either 1) enrolled in the program or 2) completed the
program. Additionally, the findings may be limited because all the data was collected by students
who were enrolled in or just completed the program. While ethnicity and gender were not
necessarily part of this research study, greater diversity among the participants might have added
to the richness of the discussions about lived experiences. Another limitation is associated to the
subjective nature of qualitative research. While data and can be transmitted from one setting to
another, it can be difficult to generalize the findings of qualitative research. Lastly, every attempt
to preserve objectivity and prevent bias during the data collection process was made by the
researcher. However, bias may have occurred unbeknown to the researcher.
Conclusion
The purpose of this study determined the effectiveness of North Carolina Agricultural
and Technical State University’s two plus two online degree program by focusing on factors that
aided or hindered students’ selection of the online degree program and their persistence
(completion) of the program. Cohen et al. (2014) explained how community colleges prepare
students for post-transfer to continue their education at a four-year institution or to go on the
workforce. This research study proved that Taylor and Jain (2017) and Townsend (2001) model
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for a two plus two(vertical) transfer pathway and articulation provided current and former
students with a seamless post-transfer experience from their respective sending institutions to
NCATSU. Additionally, the review of literature presented scholarly works and studies that
focused on the development and expansion of articulation and transfer pathway agreements,
influences on which educational path to pursue (i.e., going the community college route and
degree selection), effective learning through online and distance education, and factors and
influences that drive student persistence.
Loyen et al. (2008) posited that online education has become the educational route to
satisfy: 1) both personal and academic needs of students, 2) to help them gain access to postsecondary degree attainment, and 3) to seek a traditional in-person instruction alternative. The
study was based on the experiences of twelve NCATSU’s students who are currently enrolled or
recently graduated from the two plus two online degree program. Students provide a rich
perspective and factors that influence their success in the online environment. The postulated
goals by Loyen et al. (2008) were consistent in the responses received through the recorded
semi-structured interviews highlighting their live experiences. Once the 12 interviews were
transcribed, over 357 items were coded, tagged, and indexed into categories yielding five major
areas and associated themes to determine the program’s effectiveness. The five major areas were:
1) program format and convenience, 2) instructional quality, 3) program engagement, 4) career
and job readiness, and 5) personal fulfillment and satisfaction.
Alike, this study sought to understand the factors that contribute or hinder student
persistence. Laanan et al. (2011) provided a construct that supported that students persist when
programs are structured with the success of each student in mind from the beginning. In
analyzing the five major areas, students felt they were able to successfully complete their online
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degree program because of its organization, structure, and lack of institutional barriers.
Interestingly, research participants responses were in alignment with Clay et al. (2009) that
advisement, communication, and interactions are three major factors for students completing an
online degree. These unique attributes are direct linkages to the student persistence findings
highlighted in studies conducted by Johnson and Mejia (2014), Herrera and Jain (2013), Van
Noy et al. (2012), and Whorton (2009). Intriguingly, all the research participants could positively
persist towards or have received their bachelor’s degree because they had an earned community
college credential and the receiving institution (NCATSU) was a “receptive and transferfriendly” environment (Herrera and Jain, 2013; Schneider and Sigeleman, 2018).
Finally, the findings provided understanding of enhancing the online learning model used
in the two plus two program. As well, it unveiled some issues that need to be further investigated
in future studies encompassing acclimating and monitoring students engaged in online learning.
Assuredly as this program grows, improving on past successes and retooling failed attempts will
remain critical in identifying and supporting students’ needs in a virtual environment. The direct
return on continuous program improvement potentially yields increased program enrollment,
retention, graduation rates, and student success. By completing this study, the researcher hopes
to have made a meaningful contribution to the planning and implementation of online degree
programs that ensure students’ ability to persist and be successful.
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APPENDIX A: MSU IRB APPROVAL LETTER

TO:
FROM:
DATE:
RE:

Alyx Shultz, Agricultural Sciences
Jonathan Baskin, IRB Coordinator
1/28/2021
Human Subjects Protocol I.D. – IRB # 21‐096

The IRB has completed its review of your student's Level 1 protocol entitled Effectiveness of NCAT & SU's two plus
two Agriscience Education Online Program. After review and consideration, the IRB has determined that the
research, as described in the protocol form, will be conducted incompliance with Murray State University
guidelines for the protection of human participants.
The forms and materials that have been approved for use in this research study are attached to the email
containing this letter. These are the forms and materials that must bepresented to the subjects. Use of any
process or forms other than those approved by the IRB will be considered misconduct in research as stated in
the MSU IRB Procedures and Guidelines section 20.3.
Your stated data collection period is from 1/28/2021 to 5/15/2021.
If data collection extends beyond this period, please submit an Amendment to an ApprovedProtocol form detailing
the new data collection period and the reason for the change.
This Level 1 approval is valid until 1/27/2022.
If data collection and analysis extends beyond this date, the research project must be reviewed as a continuation
project by the IRB prior to the end of the approval period, 1/27/2022. You must reapply for IRB approval by
submitting a Project Update and Closure form (available at murraystate.edu/irb). You must allow ample time for
IRB processing and decision prior to your expiration date, or your research must stop until such time that IRB
approval is received. If the research project is completed by the end of the approval period, then a Project Update
and Closure form must be submitted for IRB review so that your protocol may be closed. It is your responsibility to
submit the appropriate paperwork in a timely manner.
The protocol is approved. You may begin data collection now.
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APPENDIX B: LETTER OF INVITATION-PARTICIPANT
Letter of Invitation
Dear CAES two plus two program Student:
I am inviting you to participate in a study that will help to determine how and why students with
associate ‘s degrees select North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University’s (NCATSU) two
plus two program to complete their bachelor‘s degree in Agriscience Education. Specifically, this study
will focus on the underlying motivation students rely on to make the decision to pursue additional
higher education.
I received your contact information from Dr. Antoine J. Alston, Associate Dean and Professor, and Dr.
Chasity Warren English, Associate Professor & Program Coordinator of Agricultural Education, with the
College of Agriculture and Environmental Sciences (CAES) who suggested that you might have interest in
this research study.
I am currently a student in the P-20 Education and Community Leadership doctoral program at
Murray State University, (www.murraystate.edu). My dissertation research, “Effectiveness of NCATSU’s
two plus two Agriscience Education Online Program” is intended to shed new light on motivational
factors which help transfer students succeed in completing a bachelor‘s degree programs.
Your identity will be protected (your anonymity is assured) and will remain confidential. Further, your
participation is entirely voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time without recourse.
If you have any concerns or questions before or during the study that you feel have not been addressed
by the researcher, you may contact me or my primary advisor and dissertation chair:
Dr. Alyx Shultz
Chair, Agriculture Science
Hutson School of Agriculture
Murray State University
Office-270-809-6925
Email-ashultz@murraystate.edu
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study, please contact me by phone at 804-712-6390
or email me at rhowell3@murraystate.edu. If you agree to participate in this study, please sign the
informed consent form and return it to me via the above email.
Thank you in advance for your willingness and I look forward to your response.
Sincerely,
Ronald M. Howell, Jr.
Ed.D. Doctoral Candidate
Murray State University
Rhowell3@murraystate.edu
Enclosure
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APPENDIX C: INFORMED CONSENT STATEMENT
Informed Consent - Participant
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study that will take place from January-May 2021.
This form outlines the purposes of the study and provides a description of your involvement and rights as a
participant.
I consent to participate in a research project conducted by Ronald M. Howell, Jr., a doctoral student at Murray
State University, located in Murray, Kentucky.
I understand the study is entitled “Effectiveness of NCATSU’s two plus two Agriscience Education Online Program.”
The purpose of this study is to identify what motivates students with an associate‘s degree to pursue a bachelor‘s
degree at a four-year university.
I understand that my participation will consist of audio/video-recorded interviews lasting 60 minutes. I understand
that if needed, I will receive a copy of my transcribed interview at which time I may clarify information.
I understand that my participation is voluntary and can be discontinued at any time until the completion of the
dissertation.
I understand that my anonymity will be maintained and the information I provide will remain confidential. I
understand that only the researcher, Ronald M. Howell, Jr., will have access to the electronic files and the secured
file cabinet in which all forms, transcripts, audio recordings, and field notes from the interview(s) provided via my
participation will be kept.
I understand there are no anticipated risks or benefits to me, no greater than that encountered in daily life.
Further, the information gained from this study could be used to improve academic programs and students’
collegiate experiences.
I understand that in the event I have questions or require additional information I may contact the researcher:
Ronald M. Howell, Jr.
Phone: 804-712-6390
Email: rhowell3@murraystate.edu
If you have any concerns or questions before or during participation that you feel have not been addressed by the
researcher, you may contact my Primary Advisor and Dissertation Chair:
Dr. Alyx Shultz
Chair, Agriculture Science
Hutson School of Agriculture
Murray State University
Office-270-809-6925
Email: ashultz@murraystate.edu
Participant‘s Signature _____________________________________ Date______________

Researcher‘s Signature _____________________________________ Date______________
This project has been reviewed and approved by the Murray State University Institutional Review Board (IRB) for the Protection
of Human Subjects. If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant, you should contact the MSU IRB
Coordinator at (270) 809-2916 or msu.irb@murraystate.edu.
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APPENDIX D: DEMOGRAPHICS AND BACKGROUND FORM-PARTICIPANT
Demographic and Background Information
Purpose for data: This data is designed to better understand the population of students who have enrolled or completed the two
plus two bachelor‘s degree at a North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University (NCATSU).
NAME (Optional): _________________________
Age range: 21 or less______

22 to 29_______

30 and above_______

State/Country of Origin: ___________________________________
Race/Ethnicity: __________________________________________
Summarize Educational Background:
1. What community college did you attend? ________________________________
In what state? _________________________________
2.

How many years did you attend community college? _______________________

3.

What was your program/major in community college? ______________________

4.

Were you a full-time student in community college?

5.

Were you a part time student in community college? _____YES _____NO

6.

Did you graduate from community college before transferring? _____YES _____NO
With which degree?
______Associate of Science (A.S.)
______Associate of Applied Science (A.A.S.)
______Other_____________________________

7.

How many credit and/or courses did you transfer? _________Credits

8.

Why did you select NCATSU? _____________________________________
You were recommended by: (Check all that Apply)
____ Friend
____ Relative
____ Community College
____ Advisor
____ Other________________________________

9.

Academic major at NCATSU? __________________________________________

_____YES

_____NO

______Courses

10. Why did you select this major? ________________________________________________________
11. Do you have current or future career aspirations/plans in agriculture? _____YES

_____NO

12. Where are you are currently employed? ____________________________________
13. Where would you like to be employed in the future? __________________________________
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APPENDIX E: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
Interview Protocol and Questions
Research Question: Effectiveness of NCATSU’s two plus two Agriscience Education Online Program
Name (optional): _________________________
Date: __________________________________
Time: __________________________________
Interview number: ________
_______

Current Student: ________

Release form signed? ____YES

_____NO

Demographics Information provided? ____YES

Program Alumni:

_____NO

Notes to Interviewee:
Thank you for your participation. I believe your input will be valuable to this research and in helping
grow all our professional practice.
There are no risks to participating in this study other than providing your information. As the principal
investigator, I will take precautions to protect the confidentiality of your information. First, I will
substitute your name and any other identifying information with a code (a pseudonym) that only I will
know.
Confidentiality of responses is guaranteed. When the data is reported, it will not include any information
that will identify yourself as a participant. The data will be shared in a manner that will always protect
your identity. s.
Interview Format and Time:
There are six (6) major one-on-one questions that will be asked via a conference call through ZOOM.
Based on the number of questions, I anticipate that your one-on-one interview will at minimum be 30
minutes and will not exceed 60 minutes.
Right to Withdraw:
Your participation is greatly appreciated, but I acknowledge that the questions I will ask you are personal
in nature. You are free at any point to choose not to engage with or stop the study. You may skip any
questions you do not wish to answer. This study is not required and there is no penalty for not
participating. If at any time you experience a negative emotion from answering the questions, I will stop
asking you questions at your discretion.
If you want to withdraw from the study and withdraw your information from analysis, you can
immediately inform me verbally or at a future time contact me in writing to request to withdraw as soon
as possible. Upon receipt of your written request, I will withdraw you from the study. Also, any
information you had provided will be destroyed.
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Purpose of Research:
Student persistence to bachelor’s completion is important not just for students, but also for institution
of higher learning. The purpose of this qualitative research is to examine the factors influencing
motivation and persistence of students who are/have been enrolled in the two plus two Agriscience
Education online program.
Guiding Research Questions:
This research seeks to answer the following questions:
1. What contributing factors lead students to select the online degree program?
2. What contributing factors lead to student persistence in an online degree program?
3. What contributing factors hinder student persistence in an online degree program?
4. How do students describe their interactions with instructors and other students in an online
degree program?
5. How do student interactions and with instructors and classmates hinder or contribute to
persistence in an online degree program?
Interview Instructions:
To understand and answer the research questions, I will be asking you six open-ended questions. Please
do not rush and take as much time as you need to digest and answer the questions. Also, please be
truthful in your response. To ensure that I capture your full response, I will be using the record feature in
ZOOM to capture your interview. Please do not be alarm if you see me jotting notes down. These
actions are only to ensure that during our conversation, I get the most accurate interpretation of your
feedback and responses.
Do you have any questions before we start the interview? If yes, what question(s) can I answer before
we begin?
If not, are you ready to begin the interview protocol? Again, this interview should not last more than 1
hour. I will ask you a series of six questions. I ask that you provide as little or much detail in your
responses as possible. At any time, you may skip a question if you do not wish to answer. Once this
interview is over, the interviews will be transcribed using transcription software. Once transcribed, you
will receive the transcripts to ensure that your thoughts, statements, comments have accurately been
reflected. Once again, you can withdraw yourself and any information provided from this study at any
time.
Interview Questions:
Ask interview questions based on whether current or former student.
Closing Statement:
That was the last question of this interview. Do you have anything you would like to add? If not, thank
you for your time and for participating in this study.
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I want to assure you that the information from this interview will remain confidential. Furthermore, if
you approve, I would like to follow-up with you in the future as needed on to ensure clarity of your
response(s).
I have your email as_____________________, is this correct? If this is not the correct or best email
address to contact you, can you provide me with the email address that you would like me to
use_____________________.
If I need to contact you by phone for any follow up is that ok? ____YES

____NO

I have your phone as__________________, is this correct? If this is not the correct or best phone
number to contact you, can you provide me with the phone number you would like me to
use_______________________.
Thanks again for your time and willingness to participate in this study. I look forward to sharing the
results of the study with you very soon!!!
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APPENDIX F: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
Questions Set #1: For current undergraduate students enrolled in the program:
1. Why did you choose the Online Agricultural Education two plus two Program at NC
A&T State University?
2. What have been the advantages/good points about the program?
3. What have been the negative or challenging components about the program?
4. As a distance learner, has the program overall addressed your learning style, engagement
with faculty, students, and on campus services, why or why not?
5. Would you recommend it to others, why or why not?
6. Would you change any aspects about the program, and if so, what?
Question Set #2: For former students who have graduated from the program:
1. To what extent has the completion of this degree impacted your life (personally or
professionally), be specific?
2. What were the advantages of this program?
3. What were the disadvantages of this program?
4. Would you change any aspects about the program, and if so, what?
5. As a distance learner, has the program overall addressed your learning style, engagement
with faculty, students, and on campus services, why or why not?
6. Would you recommend it to others, why or why not?
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APPENDIX G: COOPERATING RESEARCH SITE LETTER-NCATSU

December 10, 2020

Dear Mr. Howell:
The College of Agriculture and Environmental Sciences (CAES) and the Department of
Agribusiness, Applied Economics and Agriscience Education at North Carolina Agricultural and
Technical State University (NCA&TSU) are very supportive of research efforts dedicated to
improving our academic programs and students’ collegiate experiences in the North Carolina. This
letter confirms you have provided an overview of your dissertation research entitled, “The
Effectiveness of NCA&TSU’s 2+2 Agriscience Education Online Program.” As representatives of
the CAES, we will provide support to this study and serve as a cooperating research site.
As a cooperating research site, we further attest that we have been informed of the purposes of the
study and the nature of the research procedures. We have also been given an opportunity to ask
questions of the researcher. To that end, you will be permitted to recruit research participants and
collect research data for your study on the 2+2 program. It is our understanding that the research
protocol will include inviting students to participate in a sixty (60) minute interview where
demographics information will be collected and questions asked focused on program participation,
lived experiences, and professional aspirations.
Participant recruitment and data collection can begin January 15th and will have to conclude May 15,
2021 in accordance with our spring 2021 academic calendar. However, all interviews are voluntary
and research participants can rescind their participation and (or) withdraw any information collected
at any time. If we find that data is being collected for purposes other than this study, we reserve the
right to immediately withdraw consent to serve as a cooperating site. If you have any questions or
concerns, please contact us.
We look forward to learning the results of your research.
With kind regards,

Antoine Alston, Ph.D.
Professor & Associate Dean, Academic Studies &
Interim Chairman – Department of Animal Sciences
College of Agriculture & Environmental Sciences

Chastity Warren English, Ph.D.
Associate Professor & Program Coordinator of Agricultural Education
Department of Agribusiness, Applied Economics and Agriscience Education
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APPENDIX H: TWO PLUS TWO PROGRAM NEWSLETTER ARTICLE (12/2006)

